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THE    DEVIL'S    KEG 

CHAPTER  I 

THE   POLO    CLUB    BALL 

The  hall  was  a  great  effort  of  the  decorator's  art ;  the 
people  were  faultlessly  dressed;  those  present  repre- 
sented the  w^ealth  and  fashion  of  the  Western  Canadian 
ranching  world. 

It  was  the  annual  ball  of  the  Polo  Club,  and  that  was 
a  social  function  of  the  first  water — in  the  eyes  of  the 
Calford  world. 

"  My  dear  Mrs.  Abbot,  it  is  a  matter  which  is  quite 
out  of  my  province,"  said  John  Allandale,  in  answer  to 
a  remark  from  his  companion.  He  was  leaning  over  the 
cushioned  back  of  the  Chesterfield  upon  which  an  old 
lady  was  seated,  and  gazing  smilingly  over  at  a  group 
of  young  people  standing  at  the  opposite  end  of  the  room, 
"  Jacky  is  one  of  those  young  ladies  whose  strength  of 
character  carries  her  beyond  the  control  of  mere  man. 
Yes,  it  is  true  I  am  her  uncle  and  guardian,  but,  never- 
theless, I  should  no  more  dream  of  interfering  with  her 
— what  shall  we  say? — love  affairs  than  suggest  her 
incapacity  to  '  boss  '  a  *  round  up  '  worked  by  a  crowd  of 
Mexican  greasers." 

"  Then  all  I  can  say  is  that  your  niece  is  a  very 
unfortunate  girl,"  replied  the  old  lady  acidly.  "  How  old 
is  she?" 

**  Twenty-two." 

John  Allandale,  or  "  Poker  "  John,  as  he  was  more 
familiarly  called  by  all  who  knew  him,  was  still  looking 
over  at  the  group.  His  companion's  words  had  brought 
home  to  him  a  partial  realisation  of  a  responsibility  which 
was  his. 
H     A  2 
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"  Twenty-two,"  she  repeated,  "  and  not  a  relative 
living  except  a  good -hearted  but  thoroughly  irresponsible 
uncle.     That  child  is  to  be  pitied,  John." 

The  old  man  sighed.  He  took  no  umbrage.  He  was 
still  watching  the  group  at  the  other  end  of  the  room. 
His  face  was  clouded,  and  his  eyes  followed  the  move- 
ment of  a  beautiful  girl  surrounded  by  a  cluster  of  men, 
immaculately  dressed,  bronzed — and,  for  the  most  part, 
wholesome-looking.  She  was  dark,  almost  Eastern  in 
her  type  of  features.  Her  hair  was  black,  with  the 
blackness  of  the  raven's  wing,  and  coiled  in  an  ample 
knot  low  upon  her  neck.  Her  features,  although  Eastern, 
had  scarcely  the  regularity  one  expects  in  such  a  type, 
whilst  her  eyes  quashed  without  mercy  any  idea  of  such 
extraction  for  her  nationality.  They  were  grey,  deeply 
ringed  at  the  pupil  with  black.  They  were  Keen  eyes — 
fathomless  in  their  suggestion  of  strength — eyes  which 
might  easily  mask  a  world  of  good  or  evil. 

The  music  began,  and  the  girl  passed  from  amidst  her 
group  of  admirers  upon  the  arm  of  a  tall,  fair  man,  and 
was  soon  lost  in  the  midst  of  the  throng  of  dancers, 

"  Who  is  that  she  is  dancing  with  now  ?  "  asked  Mrs. 
Abbot  presently.  *'  I  didn't  see  her  go  off ;  I  was  watch- 
ing Mr.  Lablache  standing  alone  and  disconsolate  over 
there  against  the  door.  He  looks  as  if  some  one  had 
done  him  some  terrible  injury.  See  how  he  is  glaring  at 
the  dancers." 

**  Jacky  is  dancing  with  *  Lord  '  Bill.  Yes,  you  arc 
right,  Lablache  does  not  look  very  amiable.  I  think 
this  would  be  a  good  opportunity  to  suggest  a  little 
gamble  in  the  smoking-room." 

John  Allandale  stood  erect,  and  glanced  round  the 
room  in  search  of  some  one.  He  was  a  tall,  weD-built 
man,  and  carried  his  fifty  odd  years  fairly  well,  in  spite 
of  his  grey  hair  and  the  bald  patch  at  the  crown  of  his 
head.  Thirty  years  of  a  rancher's  life  had  in  no  way 
lessened  the  easy  carriage  and  distinguished  bearing 
acquired  during  his  upbringing.  John  AJlandale's  face 
and  figure  were  redolent  of  the  free  life  of  the  prairie. 
And  although,  possibly,  his  fifty-five  years  might  have 
lain  more  easily  upon  him,  he  was  a  man  of  commanding 
appearance,  and  one  not  to  be  passed  unnoticed. 
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Mrs.  Abbot  was  the  wife  of  the  doctor  of  the  Fosft 
River  Settlement,  and  had  known  John  xAllandale  from 
the  first  day  he  had  taken  up  his  abode  on  the  land  which 
afterwards  became  known  as  the  Foss  River  Ranch  until 
now,  when  he  was  acknowledged  to  be  a  power  in  the 
stock-raising  world.  She  was  a  woman  of  sound,  practical, 
common  sense ;  he  was  a  man  of  action  rather  than  a 
thinker;  she  was  a  woman  whose  moral  guide  was  an 
invincible  sense  of  duty;  he  was  a  man  whose  sense  of 
responsibility  and  duty  was  entirely  governed  by  an 
unreliable  inclination.  Moreover,  he  was  obstinate, 
vnthout  being  possessed  of  great  strength  of  will.  They 
were  characters  utterly  opposed  to  one  another,  and  yet 
they  were  the  greatest  of  friends. 

The  music  had  ceased  again,  and  once  more  the  walls 
were  lined  with  heated  dancers,  breathing  hard  and 
fanning  themselves.  Suddenly  John  Allandale  saw  a 
face  he  was  looking  for.  Murmuring  an  excuse  to  Mrs. 
Abbot,  he  strode  across  the  room,  just  as  his  niece, 
leaning  upon  the  arm  of  the  Hon.  William  Bunning- 
Ford,  approached  where  he  had  been  standing. 

Mrs.  Abbot  glanced  admiringly  up  into  Jacky's  face. 

"  A  successful  evening,  Joaquina  ?  "  she  interrogated 
kindly. 

"Lovely,  Aunt  Margaret,  thanks  I "  She  always 
called  the  doctor's  wife  "  Aunt." 

Mrs.  Abbot  nodded. 

*'  I  believe  you  have  danced  every  dance.  You  must 
be  tired,  child.     Come  and  sit  down." 

Jacky  was  intensely  fond  of  this  old  lady,  and  looked 
upon  her  almost  as  a  mother.  Her  affection  was  recipro- 
cated. The  girl  seated  herself,  and  "  Lord  "  Bill  stood 
over  her,  fan  in  hand. 

"  Say,  auntie,"  exclaimed  Jacky,  "  I've  made  up  my 
mind  to  dance  every  dance  on  the  programme.  And 
I  guess  I  shan't  waste  time  on  feeding." 

The  girl's  beautiful  face  was  aglow  with  excitement. 
Mrs.  Abbot's  face  indicated  horrified  amazement. 

"  My  dear  child,  don't— don't  talk  Hke  that  I  It  is 
really  dreadful  I  " 

"  Lord  "  Bill  smiled. 
I'm  so  sorry,  auntie ;   I  forgot,"  the  girl  replied,  witfe 
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an  irresistible  smile.  **  I  never  can  get  away  from  the 
prairie.  Do  you  know,  this  evening  old  Lablache  made 
me  mad,  and  my  hand  went  round  to  my  hip  to  get  a 
grip  on  my  six-shooter,  and  I  was  quite  disappointed  to 
feel  nothing  but  smooth  silk  to  my  touch.  Billy,  do 
stop  wagging  that  fan." 

"  Lord  "  Bill  smiled  a  slow,  twinkling  smile,  and  de- 
sisted. He  was  a  tall,  slight  man,  with  a  faint  stoop 
at  the  shoulders.     He  looked  worthy  of  his  title. 

**  It  is  no  use  trying  to  treat  Jaeky  to  a  becoming 
appreciation  of  social  requirements,"  he  said,  addressing 
himself  with  a  sort  of  weary  deliberation  to  Mrs.  Abbot. 
"  I  suggested  an  ice  just  now.  She  said  she  got  plenty 
on  the  ranch  at  this  time  of  year."  And  he  shrugged  his 
shoulders  and  laughed  pleasantly. 

*'  Well,  of  course.  What  does  one  want  ices  for  ?  " 
asked  the  girl  disdainfully.  "  I  came  here  to  dance. 
But,  auntie  dear,  where  has  uncle  gone?  He  dashed  off 
as  if  he  were  afraid  of  us  when  we  came  up." 

"  I  think  he  has  set  his  mind  on  a  game  at  poker, 
dear,  and " 

"  And  that  means  he  has  gone  in  search  of  that  detest- 
able Lablache  I  "  Jacky  put  in  sharply. 

Her  beautiful  face  flushed  with  anger  as  she  spoke, 
but  withal  there  was  a  look  of  anxiety  in  her  eyes. 

"  If  he  must  play  cards  I  wish  he  would  play  with 
some  one  else,"  she  pursued. 

"  Lord  "  Bill  glanced  round  the  room.  He  saw  that 
Lablache  had  disappeared. 

"  Well,  you  see,  Lablache  has  taken  a  lot  of  money 
out  of  all  of  us.  Naturally,  we  wish  to  get  it  back,"  he 
said  quietly,  as  if  in  defence  of  her  uncle's  doings. 

"  Yes,  I  know.  And — do  you  ?  "  The  girl's  tone 
was  cutting. 

"  Lord  "  Bill  shrugged.     Then  : 

"  As  yet  I  have  not  had  that  pleasure." 

"  And,  if  I  know  anything  of  Lablache,  you  never  will," 
put  in  Mrs.  Abbot  curtly.  "  He  is  not  given  to  parting 
easily.  The  qualification  most  necessary  amongst  gentle- 
men in  the  days  of  our  grandfathers  was  keen  gambling. 
You  and  John,  had  you  lived  in  those  days,  might  have 
aspired  to  thrones." 
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"  Yes — or  taken  to  the  road.  You  remember,  even 
then,  it  was  necessary  to  be  a  '  gentleman  '  of  the  road.'* 

"  Lord  "  Bill  laughed  in  his  lazy  fashion.  His  keen 
grey  eyes  were  half  veiled  with  eyelids  which  seemed 
too  weary  to  lift  themselves.  He  was  a  handsome  man, 
but  his  general  air  of  weariness  belied  the  somewhat 
eagle  cast  of  countenance  which  was  his.  Mrs.  Abbot 
watching  him,  thought  that  the  deplorable  lassitude 
which  he  always  exhibited  masked  a  very  different 
nature.  Jacky  possibly  had  her  own  estimation  of  the 
man.  Whatever  it  was,  her  friendship  for  him  w^as  not 
to  be  doubted,  and,  on  his  part,  he  never  attempted  to 
disguise  his  admiration  of  her. 

"  It  is  all  very  well  for  you  good  people  to  sit  there 
and  lecture — or,  at  least,  *  say  things,'  "  "  Lord  "  Bill 
went  on.  "A  man  must  have  excitement.  Life  becomes 
a  burden  to  the  man  who  lives  the  humdrum  existence 
of  ranch  life.  For  the  first  few  years  it  is  all  very  well. 
He  can  find  a  certain  excitement  in  learning  the  business. 
The  '  round-ups  '  and  branding  and  re-branding  of  cattle, 
these  things  are  fascinating — for  a  time.  Breaking  the 
wild  and  woolly  broncho  is  thrilling,  and  he  needs  no 
other  tonic;  but  when  one  has  gone  through  all  this, 
and  he  finds  that  no  broncho — or,  for  that  matter,  any 
other  horse — ever  foaled  cannot  be  ridden,  it  loses  its 
charm  and  becomes  boring.  On  the  prairie  there  are 
only  two  things  left  for  him  to  do — drink  or  gamble. 
The  first  is  impossible.  It  is  low,  degrading.  Besides, 
it  only  appeals  to  certain  senses,  and  does  not  give  one 
that  *  hair-curling '  thrill  which  makes  life  tolerable 
Consequently  the  wily  pasteboard  is  brought  forth — ^and 
we  live  again." 

"  Stuff !  "  remarked  Mrs.  Abbot  uncompromisingly. 

"  Bill,  you  make  me  laugh,"  exclaimed  Jacky,  smiling 
up  into  his  face.  "  Your  arguments  are  so  characteristic 
of  you.  I  believe  it  is  nothing  but  sheer  indolence  that 
makes  you  sit  down  night  after  night  and  hand  over  your 
dollars  to  that — that  Lablache.  How  much  have  you 
lost  to  him  this  week  ?  " 

"  Lord  "  Bill  glanced  quizzically  down  at  the  girl. 

"  I  have  purchased  seven  evenings'  excitement  at 
ft  fairly  reasonable  price." 
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"  Which  means  ?  " 

The  girl  leant  forward,  and  in  her  eyes  was  a  look  of 
anxiety.     She  meant  to  have  the  truth. 

"  I  have  enjoyed  myself." 

"  But  the  price  ?  " 

**  Ah — here  comes  your  partner  for  the  next  dance," 
"  Lord  "  Bill  went  on,  still  smiling.  "  The  band  has 
struck  up." 

At  that  moment  a  broad-shouldered  man,  with  a 
complexion  speaking  loudly  of  the  prairie,  came  up  to 
claim  the  girl. 

"  Hallo,  Pickles,"  said  Bill,  quietly  turning  upon  the 
newcomer  and  ignoring  Jacky  s  question.  "  Thought 
you  said  you  weren't  coming  in  to-night?  " 

"  Neither  was  I,"  the  man  addressed  as  "  Pickles  " 
retorted,  "  but  Miss  Jacky  promised  me  two  dances," 
he  went  on,  in  strong  Irish  brogue ;  *'  that  settled  it. 
How  d'ye  do,  Mrs.  Abbot?  Come  along,  Miss  Jacky, 
we're  losing  half  our  dance." 

The  girl  took  the  proffered  arm  and  was  about  to  move 
off.  She  turned  and  spoke  to  **  Lord  "  Bill  over  her 
shoulder. 

"How  much?" 

Bill  shrugged  his  shoulders  in  a  deprecating  fashion. 
The  same  gentle  smile  hovered  round  his  sleepy  eyes. 

"  Three  thousand  dollars." 

Jacky  glided  off  into  the  already  dancing  throng. 

For  a  moment  the  Hon.  William  Bunning-Ford  and 
Mrs,  Abbot  watched  the  girl  as  she  glided  in  and  out 
amongst  the  dancers,  then,  with  a  sigh,  the  old  lady 
turned  to  her  companion.  Her  kindly,  wrinkled  old  face 
wore  a  sad  expression,  and  a  half  tender  look  was  in  her 
eyes  as  they  rested  upon  the  man's  face.  When  she 
spoke,  however,  her  tone  was  purely  conventional. 

"  Are  you  not  going  to  dance  ?  " 

"  No  "—abstractedly.     "  I  think  I've  had  enough." 

"  Then  come  and  sit  by  me  and  help  to  cheer  an  old 
woman  up." 

"  Lord  "  Bill  smiled  as  he  seated  himself  upon  the 
lounge. 

"  I  don't  think  there  is  much  necessity  for  my  cheering 
influence.   Aunt   Margaret.     Amongst  your  many  other 
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charming  qualities  cheerfulness  is  not  the  least.  Doesn't 
Jaeky  look  lovely  to-night  ?  " 

"  To-night  ?     Always." 

"  Yes,  of  course — but  Jacky  always  seems  to  surpass 
herself  under  excitement.  One  would  scarcely  expect  it, 
knowing  her  as  we  do.  But  she  is  as  wildly  delighted 
with  dancing  as  any  miss  fresh  from  school." 

"  And  why  not  ?  It  is  httle  pleasure  that  comes  to 
her  life.  An  orphan — barely  twenty-two — with  the 
entire  responsibility  of  her  uncle's  ranch  upon  her 
shoulders.  Living  in  a  very  hornet's  nest  of  blacklegs 
and — and " 

"  Gamblers,"  put  in  the  man  quietly. 

*'  Yes,"  Aunt  Margaret  went  on  defiantly,  "  gamblers. 
With  the  certain  knowledge  that  the  home  she  struggles 
for,  through  no  fault  of  her  own,  is  passing  into  the  hands 
of  a  man  she  hates  and  despises " 

"  And  who,  by  the  way,  is  in  love  with  her,"  "  Lord  " 
Bill's  mouth  was  curiously  pursed. 

"  What  pleasure  can  she  have  ? "  exclaimed  Mrs, 
Abbot  vehemently.  "  Sometimes,  much  as  I  am  at- 
tached to  John,  I  feel  as  if  I  should  like  to — to  bang 
him  I" 

**  Poor  old  John  I  "  Bill's  bantering  tone  nettled  the 
old  lady,  but  she  said  no  more.  Her  anger  against 
those  she  loved  could  not  last  long, 

"'Poker'  John  loves  his  niece,"  the  man  went  on, 
as  his  companion  remained  silent.  "  There  is  nothing 
in  the  world  he  would  not  do  for  her,  if  it  lay  within 
his  power." 

"  Then  let  him  leave  poker  alone.  His  gambling  it 
breaking  her  heart." 

The  angry  light  was  again  in  the  old  lady's  eyes.  Her 
companion  did  not  answer  for  a  moment.  His  lips  had 
assumed  that  curious  pursing.  When  he  spoke  it  was 
with  great  decision, 

"  Impossible,  my  dear  lady — utterly  impossible.  Can 
the  Foss  River  help  freezing  in  winter?  Can  Jacky  help 
talking  prairie  slang?  Can  Lablache  help  grubbing  for 
money?  Can  you  help  caring  for  all  of  our  worthless 
selves  who  belong  to  the  Foss  River  Settlement  ?  Nothing 
can  alter  these  things.     John   would  play  poker  on  the 
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lid  of  his  own  coffin  while  the  undertakers  were  winding 
his  shroud  about  him — if  they'd  lend  him  a  pack  of 
cards." 

"  I  believe  you  encourage  him  in  it,"  said  the  old  lady, 
mollified,  but  still  sticking  to  her  guns,  "  There  is  little 
to  choose  between  you." 

The  man  shrugged  his  indolent  shoulders.  This  dear 
old  lady's  loyalty  to  Jacky,  and,  for  that  matter,  to  all 
her  friends,  pleased  while  it  amused  him. 

"  Maybe."  Then  abruptly,  "  Let's  talk  of  something 
else." 

At  that  moment  an  elderly  man  was  seen  edging  his 
way  through  the  dancers.  He  came  directly  over  to 
Mrs.  Abbot. 

"  It's  getting  late,  Margaret,"  he  said,  pausing  before 
her.  "  I  am  told  it  is  rather  gusty  outside.  The  weather 
prophets  think  we  may  have  a  blizzard  on  us  before 
morning." 

"  I  shouldn't  be  at  all  surprised,"  put  in  "  Lord  " 
Bill.  "  The  sun-dogs  have  been  showing  for  the  last 
two  days.  I'll  see  what  Jacky  says,  and  then  hunt  out 
old  John." 

"  Yes,  for  goodness'  sake  don't  let  us  get  caught  in. 
a  blizzard  1 "  exclaimed  Mrs.  Abbot  fearfully.  "  If 
there  is  one  thing  I'm  afraid  of  it  is  one  of  those  terrible 
storms.     We  have  thirty-five  miles  to  go." 

The  newcomer.  Dr.  Abbot,  smiled  at  his  wife's  terrified 
look,  but  as  he  turned  to  urge  Bill  to  hurry  there  was 
a  slightly  anxious  look  on  his  face, 

'*  Hurry  up,  old  man  !  I'll  go  and  see  about  our 
sleigh."  Then  in  an  undertone  :  "  You  can  exaggerate 
a  little  to  persuade  them,  for  the  storm  is  coming  on  and 
we  must  get  away  at  once." 

A  moment  or  two  later  "  Lord  "  Bill  and  Jacky  were 
making  their  way  to  the  smoking-room.  On  the  stairs 
they  met  "  Poker "  John.  He  was  returning  to  the 
ballroom. 

"  We  were  just  coming  to  look  for  you,  uncle,"  ex- 
claimed Jacky.     "  They  tell  us  it  is  blowing  outside." 

"  Just  what  I  was  coming  to  tell  you,  my  dear.  We 
must  be  going.  Where  are  the  doctor  and  Aunt 
Margaret  ?  " 
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"  Getting  ready,"  said  Bill  quietly.  "  Have  a  good 
game  ?  " 

The  old  man  smiled.  His  bronzed  face  indicated 
extreme  satisfaction. 

"  Not  half  bad,  boy — not  half  bad.  Relieved  Lablache 
of  five  hundred  dollars  in  the  last  jack-pot.  Held  four 
deuces.     He  opened  with  full  on  aces." 

"  Poker  "  John  seemed  to  have  forgotten  the  past 
heavy  losses,  and  spoke  gleefully  of  the  paltry  five 
hundred  he  had  just  scooped  in. 

The  girl  looked  relieved,  and  even  the  undemonstrative 
"  Lord  "  Bill  allowed  a  scarcely  audible  sigh  to  escape 
him.  Jacky  returned  at  once  to  the  exigencies  of  the 
moment. 

"  Then,  uncle  dear,  let  us  hurry  up.  I  guess  none  of 
us  want  to  be  caught  in  a  blizzard.  Say,  Bill,  take  me 
to  the  cloak-room  right  away," 


CHAPTER  II 

THE    BLIZZARD  :     ITS    CONSEQUENCES 

To  appreciate  the  panic-like  haste  with  which  the 
Foss  River  Settlement  party  left  the  ballroom,  one  must 
have  lived  a  winter  in  the  VVest  of  Canada.  The  reader 
who  sits  snugly  by  his  or  her  fireside,  and  who  has  never 
experienced  a  Canadian  winter,  can  have  no  conception 
of  one  of  those  dreadful  storms,  the  very  name  of  which 
had  drawn  words  of  terror  from  one  who  had  lived  the 
greater  part  of  her  life  in  the  eastern  shadow  of  the 
Rockies. 

As  the  sleigh  dashed  through  the  outskirts  of  Calford, 
on  its  way  to  the  south,  there  was  not  much  doubt  in 
the  minds  of  any  of  its  occupants  as  to  the  prospects 
of  the  storm.  The  gusty,  patchy  wind,  the  sudden 
sweeps  of  hissing,  cutting  snow,  as  it  slithered  up  in  a 
grey  dust  in  the  moonlight,  and  lashed,  with  stinging 
force,  into  their  faces,  was  a  sure  herald  of  the  coming 
"  blizzard." 

"  Lord  "  Bill  and  Jacky  occupied  the  front  seat  of 
the  sleigh.  The  former  was  driving  the  spanking  team 
of  blacks  of  which  old  "  Poker  "  John  was  justly  proud. 
The  sleigh  was  open,  as  in  Canada  all  such  sleighs  are. 
Mrs.  Abbot  and  the  doctor  sat  in  a  seat  with  their  backs 
to  Jacky  and  her  companion,  and  old  John  Allandale 
faced  the  wind  in  the  back  seat  alone. 

"  Lord  "  Bill  seemed  indifferent.  His  eyes  were  fixed 
upon  the  road  ahead,  and  his  hands,  encased  in  fur  mitts, 
were  on  the  "  lines  "  with  a  tenacious  grip.  The  horses 
needed  no  urging.  They  were  liigh-mettled  and  cold. 
The  gushing  quiver  of  their  nostrils,  as  they  drank  in 
the  crisp  night  air,  had  a  comforting  sound  for  the 
occupants    of    the    sleigh.     Weather    permitting,    those 

10 


THE   BLIZZARD:    ITS    CONSEQUENCES     11 

beautiful  "  blacks "  would  do  the  distance  in  under 
three  hours. 

The  sleigh  bells  jangled  musically  in  response  to  the 
high  steps  of  the  horses  as  they  sped  over  the  hard, 
snow-covered  trail.  They  were  climbing  the  long  slope 
which  was  to  take  them  out  of  the  valley  wherein  was 
Calford  situate.  Presently  Jacky's  face  appeared  from 
amidst  the  folds  of  the  muffler  which  kept  her  storm- 
collar  fast  round  her  neck  and  ears. 

"  It's  gaining  on  us,  Billy." 

"  Yes,  I  know." 

He  understood  her  remark.  He  knew  she  referred  to 
the  storm.  His  lips  wer^  curiously  pursed — a  knack  he 
had  when  stirred  out  of  himself. 

"  We  shan't  do  it." 

The  girl  spoke  with  conviction. 

"  No." 

"  Guess  we'd  better  hit  the  trail  for  Norton's.  Soldier 
Joe'll  be  glad  to  welcome  us." 

"  Lord  "  Bill  did  not  answer.  He  merely  chirruped 
at  the  horses.  The  willing  beasts  increased  their  pace, 
and  the  sleigh  sped  along  with  that  intoxicating  smooth- 
ness only  to  be  felt  when  travelling  with  double  "  bobs  " 
on  a  perfect  trail. 

The  grey  wind  of  the  approaching  blizzard  was  becoming 
fiercer.  The  moon  was  already  enveloped  in  a  dense  haze. 
The  snow  was  driving  like  fine  sand  in  the  faces  of  the 
travellers. 

"  I  think  we'll  give  it  an  hour,  Bill.  After  that  I  guess 
it'll  be  too  thick,"  pursued  the  girl.  "  What  d'you 
think,  can  we  make  Norton's  in  that  time  ?  It's  a  good 
sixteen  miles." 

"  I'll  put  'em  at  it,"  was  her  companion's  curt  response. 

Neither  spoke  for  a  minute.  Then  "  Lord  "  Bill  bent 
his  head  suddenly  forward.  The  night  was  getting 
blacker,  and  it  was  with  difficulty  that  he  could  keep 
his  eyes  from  blinking  under  the  lash  of  the  whipping 
snow. 

"  What  is  it  ?  "  asked  Jacky,  ever  on  the  alert  with 
the  instinct  of  the  prairie. 

*'  Some  one  just  ahead  of  us.  The  track  is  badly 
broken  in  places.     Sit  tight  !   I'm  going  to  touch  'em  up." 
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He  JGiicked  the  whip  over  the  horses'  backs,  and  a 
moment  later  the  sleigh  was  flying  along  at  a  dangerous 
pace.     The  horses  had  broken  into  a  gallop. 

"  Lord  "  Bill  seemed  to  liven  up  under  the  influence 
of  speed.  The  wind  was  howling  now,  and  conversation 
was  impossible,  except  in  short,  jerky  sentences.  They 
were  on  the  high  level  of  the  prairie,  and  were  getting 
the  full  benefit  of  the  open  sweep  of  country. 

"Cold  ?  "  Bill  almost  shouted. 

"  No,"  came  the  quiet  response. 

"  Straight,  downhill  trail.  I'm  going  to  let  'em  have 
their  heads." 

Both  of  these  people  knew  every  inch  of  the  road  they 
were  travelling.     There  was  no  fear  in  their  hearts. 

"  Put  'em  along,  then." 

The  horses  raced  along.  The  deadly  grey  wind  had 
obscured  all  light.  The  lights  of  the  sleigh  alone  showed 
the  tracks.  It  was  a  wild  night,  and  every  moment  it 
seemed  to  become  worse.  Suddenly  the  man  spoke 
again. 

"  I  wish  we  hadn't  got  the  others  with  us,  Jacky." 

"Why?" 

"  Because  I  could  put  'em  along  faster ;   as  it  is " 

His  sentence  remained  unfmished,  the  sleigh  bumped 
and  lifted  on  to  one  runner.  It  was  within  an  ace  of 
overturning.     There  was  no  need  to  finish  his  sentence. 

"  Yes,  I  understand.  Bill.  Don't  take  too  many 
chances.  Ease  'em  up — some.  They're  not  as  young 
as  we  are — not  the  horses,  the  others." 

"  Lord  "  Bill  laughed.  Jacky  was  so  cool.  The  word 
fear  was  not  in  her  vocabulary.  This  sort  of  a  journey 
was  nothing  new  to  her.  She  had  experienced  it  all 
before.  Possibly,  however,  her  total  lack  of  fear  was 
due  to  her  knowledge  of  the  man  who,  to  use  her  own 
way  of  expressing  things,  "  was  at  the  business  end  of 
the  lines."  "  Lord  "  Bill  was  at  once  the  finest  and  the 
most  fearless  teamster  for  miles  around.  Under  the 
cloak  of  indolent  indifference  he  concealed  a  spirit  of 
fearlessness  and  even  recklessness  which  few  accredited 
to  him. 

For  some  time  the  two  remained  silent.  The  minutes 
sped  rapidly,  and   half-an-hour  passed.     All  about  was 
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pitch  black  now.  The  wind  was  tearing  and  shrieking 
from  every  direction  at  once.  The  sleigh  seemed  to  be 
the  centre  of  its  attack.  The  blinding  clouds  of  snow,  as 
they  swept  up  from  the  ground,  were  becoming  denser 
and  denser,  and  offered  a  fierce  resistance  to  the  racing 
horses.  Another  few  minutes  and  the  two  people  on 
the  front  seat  knew  that  progress  would  be  impossible. 
As  it  was,  "  Lord  "  Bill  was  driving  more  by  instinct 
than  by  what  he  could  see. '  The  trail  was  obscured,  as 
were  all  landmarks.  He  could  no  longer  see  the  horses' 
heads. 

'"  We've  passed  the  school -house,"  said  Jacky  at  last. 

"  Yes,  I  know." 

A  strange  knowledge  or  instinct  is  that  of  the  prairie 
man  or  woman.  Neither  had  seen  the  school-house  or 
anything  to  indicate  it.  And  yet  they  knew  they  had 
passed  it. 

"  Half  a  mile  to  Trout  Creek.  Two  miles  to  Norton's. 
Can  we  do  it.  Bill  ?  " 

Quietly  as  the  words  were  spoken,  there  was  a  world 
of  meaning  in  the  question.  To  lose  their  way  now  would 
be  worse,  infinitely,  than  to  lose  oneself  in  one  of  the  sandy 
deserts  of  Africa.  Death  was  in  that  biting  wind  and 
in  the  blinding  snow.  Once  lost,  and  in  two  or  three 
hours  all  would  be  over. 

"  Yes,"  came  the  monosyllabic  reply.  *'  Lord  "  Bill's 
lips  were  pursed  tightly.  Every  now  and  then  he  dashed 
the  snow  and  breath  icicles  from  his  eyelashes  The 
horses  were  almost  hidden  from  his  view. 

They  were  descending  a  steep  gradient,  and  they  new 
knew  that  they  were  upon  Trout  Creek.  At  the  Creek 
Bill  pulled  up.  It  was  the  first  stop  since  leaving  Calford* 
Jacky  and  he  jumped  down.  Each  knew  what  the  other 
was  about  to  do,  without  speaking.  Jacky,  reins  in  hand, 
went  round  the  horses ;  "  Lord  "  Bill  was  searching  for 
the  trail  which  turned  off  from  the  main  road  up  the 
creek  to  Norton's.     Presently  he  came  back. 

"  Animals  all  right  ?  " 

"  Fit  as  fiddles,    the  girl  replied. 

"  Right— jump  up  1  " 

There  was  no  assisting  this  girl  to  her  seat.  Both  were 
on  their  **  native  heath." 
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Bill  checked  the  horses'  impetuosity  and  walked  them 
slowly  until  he  came  to  the  turning.  Once  on  the  right 
road,  however,  he  let  them  have  their  heads. 

**  It's  all.right,  Jacky  " — as  the  horses  bounded  forward. 

A  few  minutes  later  the  sleigh  drew  up  at  Norton's, 
but  so  dark  was  it,  and  so  dense  the  snow  fog,  that  only 
those  two  keen  watchers  on  the  front  seat  were  able  to 
discern  the  outline  of  the  house. 

"  Poker  "  John  and  the  doctor  assisted  the  old  lady 
to  alight,  whilst  Jacky  and  '*  Lord  "  Bill  unhitched  the 
horses.  In  spite  of  the  cold,  the  sweat  was  pouring  from 
the  animals'  sides.  In  answer  to  a  violent  sununons 
on  the  storm  door,  a  light  appeared  in  the  window,  and 
"  Soldier  "  Joe  Norton  opened  the  door. 

For  an  instant  he  stood  in  the  doorway,  peering  doubt- 
fully out  into  the  storm.  A  goodly  picture  he  made  as 
he  stood,  lantern  in  hand,  his  rugged  old  face  gazing 
inquiringly  at  his  visitors. 

Hurry   up,    Joe,   let   us  in  1  "  exclaimed   Allandale. 
"  We  are  nearly  frozen  to  death." 

*'  Why,  bless  my  soul  I — bless  my  soul  I  Come  in  1 
Come  in  !  "  the  old  man  exclaimed  hastily,  as  he  recog- 
nised John  Ailandale's  voice.  "  You  out,  and  on  a  night 
like  this  ?  Bless  my  soul  I  Come  in  I  Down,  Husky, 
down  I  " — to  a  bobtail  sheep-dog  which  bounded  forward 
and  barked  savagely. 

*'  Hold  on,  Joe,"  said  "  Poker  "  John.  "  Let  the  ladies 
go  in ;   we  must  see  to  the  horses," 

**  It's  all  right,  uncle,"  said  Jacky.  "  We've  un- 
hitched 'em.     Bill's  taken  'em  right  away  to  the  stables." 

The  whole  party  passed  into  Joe  Norton's  sitting- room, 
where  the  old  farmer  at  once  set  about  kindling,  with 
the  aid  of  some  coal -oil,  a  fire  in  the  great  box-stove, 
Wliile  his  host  was  busy,  John  took  the  lantern  and  went 
to  "  Lord  "  Bill's  assistance  in  the  stables. 

The  stove  lighted,  Joe  Norton  turned  to  his  guests, 

"  Bless  me,  and  to  think  of  you,  Mrs.  Abbot,  and  Miss 
Jacky,  too  I  I  must  fetch  the  o'd  'ooman.  Hi,  Molly, 
Molly,  bestir  yourself,  old  girl  I  Come  on  down,  an'  help 
the  ladies  I  They've  come  for  shelter  out  o'  the  blizzard 
—good  luck  to  it." 

**  Oh,   no,  don't  disturb  her,   Joe  I  "  exclaimed  Mrs* 
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Abbot.     "  It's  really  too  bad,  at  this  unearthly  hour  I 
Besides,  we  shall  be  quite  comfortable  here  by  the  stove.'" 

"  No  doubt — no  doubt,"  said  the  old  man,  cheerfully, 
"  but  that's  not  my  way — not  my  way.  Any  of  you 
froze  ?  "  he  went  on  ungramniaticaily.  "  'Cause,  if  so, 
out  you  go  and  thaw  it  out  in  the  snow." 

*'  I  guess  there's  no  one  frozen,"  said  Jacky,  smiling 
into  the  old  man's  face.  **  We're  too  old  birds  for  that. 
Ah,  here's  Mrs.  Norton." 

Another  warm  greeting,  and  the  two  ladies  were  hustled 
off  to  the  only  spare  bedroom  the  Nortons  boasted.  By 
this  time  '*  Lord  "  Bill  and  "  Poker  "  John  had  returned 
from  the  stables.  While  the  ladies  were  removing  their 
furs,  which  were  sodden  with  the  melting  snow,  the 
farmer's  wife  was  preparing  a  rough  but  ample  meal  of 
warm  provender  in  the  kitchen.  Such  is  hospitality  in 
the  Far  North-West. 

When  the  supper  was  prepared,  the  travellers  sat  down 
to  the  substantial  fare.  None  were  hungry — be  it 
remembered  that  it  was  three  o'clock  in  the  morning — 
but  each  felt  that  some  pretence  in  that  direction  must 
be  made,  or  the  kindly  couple  would  think  their  welcome 
was  insufficient. 

*'  An*  what  made  you  venture  on  the  trail  on  such  a 
night?  "  asked  old  Norton,  as  he  poured  out  a  joram  of 
hot  whisky  for  each  of  the  men.  "  A  moral  cert  you 
wouldn't  strike  Foss  River  in  such  a  storm." 

*•  We  thought  it  would  have  held  off  longer,"  said 
Dr.  Abbot.  "  It  was  no  use  getting  cooped  up  in  town 
for  two  or  three  days.  You  know  what  these  blizzards 
are.  You  may  have  to  do  with  us  yourself  during  the 
next  forty-eight  hours." 

"  It's  too  sharp  to  last,  Doc,"  put  in  Jacky,  as  she 
helped  herself  to  some  soup.  Her  face  was  glowing  after 
her  exposure  to  the  elements.  She  looked  very  beautiful, 
and  not  one  whit  the  worse  for  the  drive. 

"  Sharp  enough — sharp  enough  I  "  murmured  old 
Norton,  as  if  for  something  to  say. 

"  Sharp  enough  to  bring  some  one  else  to  your  hospitable 
abode,  Joe,"  interrupted  '*  Lord  "  Bill  quietly.  **  I  hear 
sleigh  bells.  The  wind's  howling,  but  their  tone  is 
familiar." 
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They  were  all  listening  now.  "  Poker  "  John  was  the 
first  to  speak. 

*'  It's "     And  he  paused. 

Before  he  could  complete  his  sentence  Jacky  filled  up 
the  missing  words. 

"  Lablache — for  a  dollar." 

There  was  a  moment's  silence  in  that  rough,  homely 
little  kitchen.  The  expression  of  the  faces  of  those 
around  the  board  indexed  a  general  thought. 

Lablache,  if  it  were  he,  would  not  receive  the  cordial 
welcome  which  had  been  meted  out  to  the  others. 
Norton  broke  the  silence. 

"Dang  it!  That's  what  I  ses,  dang  it  I  Youll 
pardon  me,  ladies,  but  my  feelings  get  the  better  of  me 
at  times.  I  don't  like  him.  Lablache — I  hates  him  !  " 
And  he  strode  out  of  the  room,  his  old  face  aflame  with 
annoyance,  to  discharge  the  hospitable  duties  of  the 
prairie. 

As  the  door  closed  behind  him  Dr.  Abbot  laughed 
constrainedly. 

"  Lablache  doesn't  seem  popular — here." 

No  one  answered  his  remark.  Then  "  Poker  "  John 
looked  over  at  the  other  men. 

"  We  must  go  and  help  to  put  his  horses  away." 

There  was  no  suggestion  in  his  words,  merely  a  state* 
ment  of  plain  facts.  "  Lord  "  Bill  nodded,  and  the  three 
men  rose  and  went  to  the  door. 

As  they  disappeared  Jacky  turned  to  Mrs.  Norton 
and  Aunt  Margaret. 

"  If  that's  Lablache— I'm  off  to  bed." 

Her  tone  was  one  of  uncompromising  decision.  Mrs. 
Abbot  was  less  assured. 

"  Do  you  think  it  polite — wise  ?  " 

"  Come  along,  aunt.  Never  mind  about  politeness 
or  wisdom.     What  do  you  say,  Mrs.  Norton  ?  " 

"  As  you  like.  Miss  Jacky.     I  must  stay  up,  or ••' 

"  Yes — ^the  men  can  entertain  him." 

Just  then  Lablache's  voice  was  heard  outside.  It  was 
a  peculiar,  guttural,  gasping  voice.  Aunt  Margaret 
looked  doubtfully  from  Jacky  to  Mrs.  Norton.  The 
latter  nodded  smilingly.  Then,  following  Jacky 's  lead, 
she  passed  up  the  staircase  which  led  from  the  kitchen  to 
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the  rooms  above.  A  moment  later  the  door  opened  and 
Lablache  and  the  other  men  entered. 

'*  They've  gone  to  bed,"  said  Mrs,  Norton,  in  answer 
to  "  Poker  "  John's  look  of  inquiry. 

'*  Tired,  no  doubt,"  put  in  Lablache  drily. 

'*  And  not  without  reason,  I  guess,"  retorted  "  Poker  " 
John  sharply.     He  had  not  failed  to  note  the  other's  tone. 

Lablache  laughed  quietly,  but  his  keen,  restless  eyes 
shot  an  unpleasant  glance  at  the  speaker  from  beneath 
their  heavy  lids. 

He  was  a  burly  man.  In  bulk  he  was  of  much  the 
same  proportions  as  old  John  Allandale.  But  while 
John  was  big  with  the  weight  of  muscle  and  frame, 
Lablache  was  flabby  with  fat.  In  face  he  was  the  anti- 
thesis of  the  other.  Whilst  *'  Poker "  John  was  the 
picture  of  florid  tanning — while  his  face,  although  perhaps 
a  trifle  weak  in  its  lower  formation,  was  bold,  honest,  and 
redounding  with  kindly  nature,  Lablache's  was  bilious^ 
looking  and  heavy  with  obesity.  Whatever  character 
was  there,  it  was  lost  in  the  heavy  folds  of  flesh  with 
which  it  was  wreathed.  His  jowl  was  ponderous,  and  his 
little  mouth  was  tightly  compressed,  whilst  his  deep- 
sunken,  bilious  eyes  peered  from  beneath  heavy,  lashless 
lids. 

Such  was  Verner  Lablache,  the  wealthiest  man  on  the 
Foss  River  Settlements  He  owned  a  large  store  in  the 
place,  selling  farming  machinery  to  the  settlers  and 
ranchers  about.  His  business  was  always  done  on 
credit,  for  which  he  charged  exorbitant  rates  of  interest, 
accepting  only  first  mortgages  upon  crops  and  stock  as 
security.  Besides  this,  he  represented  several  of  the 
Calford  private  banks,  which  many  people  said  were 
really  owned  by  him,  and  there  was  no  one  more  ready 
to  lend  money — on  the  best  security  and  the  highest  rate 
of  interest — than  he.  Should  the  borrower  fail  to  pay, 
he  was  always  suavely  ready  to  renew  the  loan  at 
increased  interest — provided  the  security  was  found. 
And  in  the  end  every  ounce  of  his  pound  of  flesh,  plus  not 
less  than  fifty  per  cent,  interest,  would  come  back  to 
him.  After  Verner  Lablache  had  done  with  him.  the 
unfortunate  rancher  who  borrowed  generally  disappeared 
from  the  neighbourhood.     Sometimes  this  man's  victims 
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were  never  heard  of  again.  Sometimes  they  were  dis- 
covered doing  the  "  chores  "  round  some  obscure  farmer's 
house.  Anyway,  ranch,  crops,  stock — everything  the 
man  ever  had — would  have  passed  into  the  hands  of  the 
moneylender,  Lablache, 

Hard-headed  dealer — money-grubber — as  Lablache  was, 
he  had  a  weakness.  To  look  at  him — ^to  know  him — no 
one  would  have  thought  it,  but  he  had.  And  at  least 
two  of  those  present  were  aware  of  his  secret.  He  was 
in  love  with  Jacky. 

He  was  annoyed  to  think  that  Jacky  had  retired  at 
his  coming.  He  was  in  no  way  blind  to  the  reason  of  her 
sudden  departure,  but  beyond  his  first  remark  he  was 
not  the  man  to  advertise  liis  chagrin.  He  could  afford 
to  wait. 

"  You'll  take  a  bite  o'  supper,  Mr.  Lablache  7  "  said 
old  Norton,  in  a  tone  of  inquiry. 

"Supper?  No,  thanks,  Norton.  But  if  you've  a 
drop  of  something  hot  I  can  do  with  that." 

"  We've  gener'ly  got  something  o'  that  about,"  replied 
the  old  man.     "  Whisky  or  rum  ?  " 

"  Whisky,  man,  whisky.  I've  got  liver  enough  alreadv 
without  touching  rum."  Then  he  turned  to  "  Poker  ' 
John. 

"  It's  a  devilish  night,  John,  devilish.  I  started 
before  you.  Thought  I  could  make  the  river  in  time. 
I  was  completely  lost  on  the  other  side  of  the  creek. 
I  fancy  the  storm  worked  up  from  that  direction." 

He  lumped  into  a  chair  close  beside  the  stove.  The 
others  had  already  seated  themselves. 

"  We  didn't  chance  it.  Bill  drove  us  straight  here," 
said  "  Poker  "  John. 

"  Guess  Bill  knew  something— he  generally  does  " — 
as  an  afterthought. 

"  I  know  a  blizzard  when  I  see  it,"  said  Bunning-Ford 
indifferently. 

Lablache  sipped  his  whisky.  A  silence  fell  on  that 
gathering  of  refugees.  Mrs.  Norton  had  cleared  the 
supper  things.  | 

"  Well,  if  you  gents  '11  excuse  me  I'll  go  back  to  bed.  | 
Old  Joe  '11  look  after  you,"  she  said  abruptly.  "  Good-  | 
night  to  you  all."  | 
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She  disappeared  up  the  staircase.  The  men  remained 
silent  for  a  moment  or  two.  They  were  getting  drowsy. 
Suddenly  Lablache  set  his  glass  down  and  looked  at  hiis 
watch. 

"  Four  o'clock,  gentlemen.  I  suppose,  Joe,  there  are 
no  beds  for  us."  The  old  farmer  shook  his  head.  '*  What 
say,  John — Doc — a  little  game  until  breakfast  ?  " 

John  Allandale's  face  lit  up.  His  sobriquet  was  no 
idle  one.  He  lived  for  poker — he  loved  it.  And  Lablache 
knew  it.  Old  John  turned  to  the  others.  His  right 
cheek  twitched  as  he  waited  the  decision.  "  Doc " 
Abbot  smiled  approval ;  "  Lord  "  Bill  shrugged  in- 
differently.    The  old  gambler  rose  to  his  feet. 

"That's  all  right  then.  The  kitchen  table  is  good 
enough  for  us.     Come  along,  gentlemen." 

"  I'll  slide  off  to  bed,  I  guess,"  said  Norton,  thankful 
to  escape  a  night's  vigil.     *'  Good -night,  gentlemen." 

Then  the  remaining  four  sat  down  to  play. 

The  far-reaching  consequences  of  that  game  were 
undreamt  of  by  the  players,  except,  perhaps,  by  Lablache. 
His  story  of  the  reason  of  his  return  to  Norton's  farm 
was  only  partially  true.  He  had  returned  in  the  hopes 
of  this  meeting ;   he  had  anticipated  this  game. 


CHAPTER   III 

A    BIG    GAME    OF    POKER 

**  What  about  cards  ?  "  said  Lablache,  as  the  four  raen 
sat  down  to  the  table. 

"  Doc  will  oblige,  no  doubt,"  Bunning-Ford  replied 
quietly.  "  He  generally  carries  the  *  pernicious  paste- 
boards '  about  with  him." 

"  The  man  who  travels  in  the  West  without  them," 
said  Dr.  Abbot,  producing  a  couple  of  new  packs  from 
his  pocket,  "  either  does  not  know  his  country  or  is  a 
victim  of  superstition." 

No  one  seemed  inclined  to  refute  the  doctor's  state- 
ment, or  enter  into  a  discussion  upon  the  matter.  In- 
stead, each  drew  out  a  small  memorandum  block  and 
pencil — a  sure  indication  of  a  "  big  game." 

"  Limit  ?  "  asked  the  doctor. 

Lablache  shrugged  his  shoulders,  affectionately  shuflSing 
the  cards  the  while.     He  kept  his  eyes  averted. 

"  What  do  the  others  say  ?  " 

There  was  a  challenge  in  Lablache's  tone.  Bunning- 
Ford  flushed  slightly  at  the  cheek-bones.  That  peculiar 
pursing  was  at  his  lips. 

"  Anything  goes  with  me.  The  higher  the  game  the^ 
greater  the  excitement,"  he  said,  shooting  a  keen  glance^ 
at  the  pasty  face  of  the  moneylender. 

Old  John  was  irritated.  His  ruddy  face  gleamed  in; 
the  light  of  the  lamp.  The  nervous  twitching  of  the 
cheek  indicated  his  frame  of  mind.  Lablache  smiled  i 
to  himself  behind  the  wooden  expression  of  his  face.       ^ 

"  Twenty  dollars  call  for  fifty.     Limit  the  bet  to  three 
thousand  dollars.     Is  that  big  enough  for  you,  Lablache  ?  ^ 
Let^  us  have  a  regulation  '  ante.'     No  ^straddling.'  "         | 


There  was  a  moment's  silence.     "  Poker  "  John  had 

20 


A   BIG  GAME   OF   POKER  21 


r 

Troposed  the  biggest  game  they  had  yet  played.  He 
would  have  suggested  no  limit,  but  this,  he  knew,  would 
be  all  in  favour  of  Labiache,  whose  resources  were 
vast. 

John  glanced  over  from  the  moneylender  to  the  doctor. 
The  doctor  and  Bunning-Ford  were  the  most  to  be 
considered, 

"  That's  good  enough  for  me,"  said  Bunning-Ford, 
"  Let  it  go  at  that." 

Outwardly,  Labiache  was  indifferent;  inw^ardly,  he 
experienced  a  sense  of  supreme  satisfaction  at  the  height 
of  the  stakes. 

The  first  few  hands  resulted  in  but  desultory  betting. 
Sums  of  money  changed  hands,  but  there  was  very  little 
in  it.  Labiache  was  the  principal  loser.  Three  "  pots  " 
in  succession  were  taken  by  John  Allandale,  but  their 
aggregate  did  not  amount  to  half  the  limit.  A  httle 
luck  fell  to  Bunning-Ford.  He  once  raised  Labiache  to 
the  Hmit.  The  moneylender  "  saw  "  him,  and  lost,  Bill 
promptly  scooped  in  three  thousand  dollars.  The  doctor 
was  cautious.  He  had  lost  and  won  nothing.  Then 
a  change  came  over  the  game.  To  use  a  card-player 'a 
expression,  the  cards  were  beginning  to  **  run." 

"  Lord  "  Bill  dealt.  Labiache  was  upon  his  right,  ?xnd 
next  to  him  the  doctor. 

The  moneylender  picked  up  his  cards,  and  partially 
opening  them,  glanced  keenly  at  the  index  numerals. 
His  stolid  face  remained  unchanged.  The  doctor  glanced 
at  his,  and  "  came  in."  *'  Poker  "  John  "  came  in." 
The  dealer  remained  out.  The  doctor  drew  two  cards, 
'*  Poker  "  John  one,  Labiache  drew  one.  The  veteran 
rancher  held  four  nines.  "  Lord  "  Bill  gathered  up  the 
"  deadwood,"  and  propping  his  face  upon  his  hands, 
watched  the  betting. 

It  was  the  doctor's  bet;  he  cautiously  dropped  out. 
He  had  an  inlding  of  the  way  things  were  going.  "  Poker  " 
John  opened  the  ball  with  five  hundred  dollars.  He  had 
^  good  thing,  and  he  did  not  want  to  frighten  his  opponent 
by  a  plunge.  He  would  leave  it  to  Labiache  to  start 
-aising.  The  moneylender  raised  him  one  thousand. 
Old  John  sniffed  with  the  appreciation  of  an  old  war- 
lorse   at  the  scent   of   battle.     The   nervous,   twitching 
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cheek  remained  unmoved.  The  old  gambler  in  him 
rose  uppermost. 

He  leisurely  saw  the  thousand,  and  raised  another  five 
hundred.  Lablache  allowed  his  fishy  eyes  to  flash  in 
the  direction  of  his  opponent.  A  moment  after  he  raised 
another  thousand.  The  gamble  was  becoming  interesting. 
Old  John's  face  lost  something  of  its  impas.sivity  as  he 
in  turn  raised  to  the  limit.  Lablache  eased  his  great 
body  in  his  chair.  His  little  •  mouth  was  very  tightly 
clenched.  His  breathing,  at  all  times  stertorous,  was 
like  the  breathing  of  an  asthmatical  pig.  He  saw,  and 
again  raised  to  the  limit.  There  was  now  over  twelve 
thousand  dollars  in  the  pool. 

It  was  old  John's  turn.  The  doctor  and  "  Lord  " 
Bill  waited  anxiously.  The  rancher  was  reputed  very 
wealthy.  They  felt  assured  that  he  would  not  back 
down  after  having  gone  so  far.  In  their  hearts,  they 
both  wished  to  see  him  relieve  Lablache  of  a  lot  of  money. 

They  need  have  had  no  fears.  WTiatever  his  faults, 
"  Poker  "  John  was  a  "  dead  game  sport."  He  dashed 
a  slip  of  paper  into  the  pool.  The  keen  eyes  watching 
read  "  four  thousand  dollars  "  scrawled  upon  it.  He 
had  again  raised  to  the  limit.  It  was  now  Lablache's 
turn  to  accept  or  refuse  the  challenge.  The  onlookers 
were  not  so  sure  of  the  moneylender.  Would  he  accept 
or  not? 

A  curious  thought  was  in  the  mind  of  that  monument 
of  flesh.  He  knew  for  certain  that  he  held  the  winning 
cards.  How  he  knew  it  would  be  impossible  to  say. 
And  yet  he  hesitated.  Perhaps  he  knew  the  limits  of 
John  Allandale's  resources ;  perhaps  he  felt,  for  the  pre- 
sent, there  was  sufficient  in  the  pool;  perhaps,  even,  he 
had  ulterior  motives.  Whatever  the  cause,  as  he  passed 
a  slip  of  paper  into  the  pool  merely  seeing  his  opponent, 
his  face  gave  no  outward  sign  of  what  was  passing  in  the 
brain  behind  it. 

Old  John  laid  down  his  hand. 

"  Four  nines,"  he  said  quietly. 

'*'  Not  good  enough,"  retorted  Lablache ;  "  four  kings  I  " 
And  he  spread  his  cards  out  upon  the  table  before  him, 
and  swept  up  the  pile  of  papers  which  represented  his 
win. 
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A  sigh,  as  of  relief  to  pent-up  feelings,  escaped  the  two 
men  who  had  watched  the  gamble.  Old  John  said  not 
a  word,  and  his  face  betrayed  no  thought  or  regret  that 
might  have  been  in  his  mind  at  the  loss  of  such  a  large 
amount  of  money.  He  merely  glanced  over  at  the 
moneylender. 

"  Your  deal,  Lablache,"  he  said  quietly. 

Labiache  took  the  cards,  and  a  fresh  deal  went  round. 
Now  the  game  became  one-sided.  With  that  one  large 
pull,  the  moneylender's  luck  seemed  to  have  set  in. 
Seemingly  he  could  do  no  wrong.  If  he  drew  to  "  three 
of  a  kind,"  he  invariably  filled ;  if  to  a  "  pair,"  he 
generally  secured  a  third ;  once,  indeed,  he  drew  to  jack, 
queen,  king  of  a  suit,  and  completed  a  "  royal  flush." 
His  luck  was  phenomenal.  The  other  men's  luck  seemed 
"  dead  out."  Bunning-Ford  and  the  doctor  could  get 
no  hands  at  all,  and  thus  they  were  saved  heavy  losses. 
Occasionally,  even  the  doctor  raked  in  a  few  "  antes." 
But  John  Allandale  could  do  nothing  right.  He  was 
always  drawing  tolerable  cards — just  good  enough  to 
lose  with.  Until,  by  the  time  daylight  came,  he  had  lost 
so  heavily  that  his  two  friends  were  eagerly  seeking  an 
excuse  to  break  up  the  game. 

At  last  "  Lord  "  Bill  effected  this  purpose,  but  at 
considerable  loss  to  himself.  He  had  a  fairly  good  hand, 
but  not,  as  he  knew,  sufficiently  good  to  win  with, 
Labiache  and  he  were  left  in.  The  moneylender  had  in 
one  plunge  raised  the  bet  to  the  "  limit."  Bill  knew  that 
he  ought  to  drop  out,  but  instead  of  so  doing,  he  saw  his 
opponent.     He  lost  the  "  pot." 

"  Thank  you,  gentlemen,"  he  said,  quietly  rising  from 
the  table,  "  my  losses  are  sufficient  for  one  night.  I 
have  finished.  It  is  daylight,  and  the  storm  is  '  letting 
up  '  somewhat." 

He  turned  as  he  spoke,  and  glancing  at  the  staircase, 
5aw  Jacky  standing  at  the  top  of  it.  How  long  she  had 
Deen  standing  there  he  did  not  know.  He  felt  certain, 
ilthough  she  gave  no  sign,  that  she  had  heard  what  he 
lad  just  said. 

*'  Poker  "  John  saw  her,  too, 

"  Why,  Jacky,  what  means  this  early  rising  ?  "  said 
he  old  man  kindly.     "  Too  tired  last  night  to  sleep  ?  " 
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"  No,  uncle.  Guess  I  slept  all  right.  The  wind's 
dropping  fast.  I  take  it  it'll  be  blowing  great  guns  again 
before  long.  This  is  our  chance  to  make  the  ranch." 
She  had  been  an  observer  of  the  finish  of  the  game.  She 
had  heard  Bill's  remarks  on  his  loss,  and  yet  not  by  ^ 
single  word  did  she  betray  her  knowledge.  Inwardly, 
she  railed  at  herself  for  having  gone  to  bed.  She  wondered 
how  it  had  fared  with  her  uncle. 

Bunning-Ford  left  the  room.  Somehow  he  felt  that 
he  must  get  away  from  the  steady  gaze  of  those  grey 
eyes.  He  knew  how  Jacky  dreaded,  for  her  uncle's  sake, 
the  game  they  had  just  been  playing.  He  wondered,  as 
he  went  to  test  the  weather,  what  she  would  have  thought 
had  she  known  the  stakes,  or  the  extent  of  her  uncle's 
losses.     He  hoped  she  was  not  aware  of  these  facts. 

"  You  look  tired,  Uncle  John,"  said  the  girl  solicitously, 
as  she  came  down  the  stairs.  She  purposely  ignored 
Lablache.     "  Have  you  had  no  sleep  ?  " 

"  Poker  "  John  laughed  a  little  uneasily. 

"  Sleep,  child  ?  We  old  birds  of  the  prairie  can  do  with 
very  little  of  that.  It's  only  pretty  faces  that  want 
sleep,  and  I'm  thinking  you  ought  still  to  be  in  your  bed." 

"  Miss  Jacky  is  ever  on  the  alert  to  take  advantage 
of  the  elements,"  put  in  Lablache  heavily.  "  She  seems 
to  understand  these  things  better  than  any  of  us." 

The  girl  was  forced  to  notice  the  moneylender.  She 
did  so  reluctantly,  however. 

"  So  you,  too,  sought  shelter  from  the  storm  beneath 
old  man  Norton's  hospitable  roof?  You  are  dead  right, 
Mr.  Lablache ;  we  who  live  on  the  prairie  need  to  be 
ever  on  the  alert.  One  never  knows  what  each  houi 
may  bring  forth." 

The  girl  was  still  in  her  ball-dress.  Lablache's  fishy 
eyes  noticed  her  charming  appearance.  The  strong, 
beautiful  face  sent  a  thrill  of  delight  over  him  as  he 
watched  it — the  delicate,  rounded  shoulders  made  hirn 
suck  in  his  heavy  breath  like  one  who  anticipates  a 
delicate  dish.  Jacky  turned  from  him  in  plainly  expressed 
disgust. 

Her  uncle  was  watching  her  with  a  gaze  half  uneasy 
and  wholly  tender.  She  was  the  delight  of  his  old  age, 
the  centre  of  all  his  affections,  this  motherless  child  of 
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his  dead  brother.  He  shivered  perceptibly  as  he  rose 
from  his  seat  and  went  over  to  the  cooking-stove. 

"  I  believe  you  people  have  let  the  stove  out  1  "  the 
girl  exclaimed,  as  she  noted  her  uncle's  movement.  She 
nad  no  intention  of  mentioning  the  game  they  had  been 
playing.  She  feared  to  hear  the  facts.  Instinct  told 
her  that  her  uncle  had  lost  again.  "  Yes,  I  declare  you 
have  I  "  as  she  knelt  before  the  grate  and  raked  away  at 
the  ashes. 

Suddenly  she  turned  to  the  moneylender. 

"  Here,  you,  fetch  me  some  wood  and  coal-oil.  Men 
can  never  be  trusted." 

Jacky  was  no  respecter  of  persons.  When  she  ordered, 
there  were  few  men  on  the  prairie  who  would  refuse  to 
obey. 

"Hurry  up.  I  guess  if  we  depended  much  on  you, 
we'd  freeze." 

And  Lablache,  the  hardest,  most  unscrupulous  man 
for  miles  around,  endeavoured  to  obey  with  the  alacrity 
of  any  sheep-dog. 

In  spite  of  himself,  John  Allandale  could  not  refrain 
from  smiling  at  the  grotesque  picture  the  monumental 
Lablache  made  as  he  lumbered  towards  the  stack  oi 
kindling. 

When  "  Lord  "  Bill  returned,  Lablache  was  bending 
over  the  stove  beside  the  girl. 

"  I've  thrown  the  harness  on  the  horses — watered  and 
fed  'em,"  he  said,  taking  in  the  situation  at  a  glance. 
"  Say,  Doc,"  turning  to  Abbot,  "  better  rouse  your  good 
lady." 

"  She'll  be  down  in  a  tick,"  said  Jacky,  over  her 
shoulder.  "  Here,  doctor,  you  might  get  a  kettle  of 
jyater — and.  Bill,  see  if  you,  can  find  some  bacon  or  stuff, 
ind  you,  uncle,  come  and  sit  by  the  stove — you're  cold." 

She  treated  them  indiscriminately.  Old  or  young, 
here  was  no  difference.  Bunning-Ford  she  liked — 
3r.  Abbot  she  liked — Lablache  she  hated  and  despised 
—still,  she  allotted  them  their  tasks  with  perfect  impar- 
iality.  Only  her  old  uncle  she  treated  differently. 
?hat  dear,  degenerate  old  man  she  loved  with  an  affection 
^rhich  knew  no  bounds.  He  was  her  all  in  the  world, 
Vhatever  his  sins,  whatever  his  faults — she  loved  him, 
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AT   THE    FOSS    RIVER    RANCH 

With  the  advent  of  spring  comes  a  rush  of  duties  to 
those  whose  interests  are  centred  in  the  breeding  of 
cattle.  The  Foss  River  Settlement  is  already  teeming 
with  life,  for  the  settlement  is  the  centre  of  the  great 
spring  "  round-up."  Here  are  assembling  the  "  cow- 
punchers  "  from  all  the  outlying  ranches,  gathering 
under  the  command  of  a  "  captain,"  and  making  their 
preparations  to  scour  the  prairie  east  and  west,  north  and 
south,  to  the  very  limits  of  the  far-reaching  plains  which 
spread  their  rolling  pastures  at  the  eastern  base  of  the 
Rockies. 

At  John  Allan  dale's  ranch  all  is  orderly  bustle.  There 
is  no  confusion.  Under  Jacky's  administration  the 
work  goes  on  with  a  simple  directness  which  would 
astonish  the  uninitiated.  There  are  the  corrals  to  repair 
and  to  be  put  in  order.  Sheds  and  outbuildings  to  be 
whitewashed.  Branding  apparatus  to  be  set  in  working 
order,  fencing  to  be  repaired,  preparations  for  seeding 
to  commence,  a  thousand  and  one  things  to  be  seen  to, 
and  all  of  which  must  be  finished  before  the  first  "  bands  *' 
of  cattle  are  rounded  up  into  the  settlement. 

It  is  nearly  a  month  since  we  saw  this  daughter  of  the 
prairie,  garbed  in  the  latest  mode,  attending  the  Polo 
Ball  at  Calford,  and  widely  different  in  her  appearance 
now  from  what  it  was  at  the  time  of  our  introduction 
to  her. 

She  is  returning  from  an  inspection  of  the  wire  fencing 
of  the  home  pastures.  She  is  riding  her  favourite  horse, 
Nigger,  up  the  gentle  slope  which  leads  to  her  uncle's 
house.  There  is  nothing  of  the  woman  of  fashion  about 
her  now — and  perhaps  it  is  a  matter  not  to  be  regretted, 

26 
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She  sits  her  horse  with  the  easy  grace  o!  a  childhood's 
experience.  Her  habit — if  such  it  can  be  called — is  a 
"  dungaree "  skirt  of  a  hardly  recognisable  blue,  so 
washed-out  is  it,  surmounted  by  a  beautifully  beaded 
buckskin  shirt.  Loosely  encircling  her  waist,  and  resting 
upon  her  hips,  is  a  cartridge-belt,  upon  which  is  slung  the 
holster  of  a  heavy  revolver,  a  weapon  without  which  she 
never  moved  abroad.  Her  head  is  crowned  by  a  Stetson 
hat,  secured  in  true  prairie  fashion  by  a  strap  which 
passes  under  her  hair  at  the  back,  while  her  beautiful 
hair  itself  falls  in  heavy  ringlets  over  her  shoulders, 
and  waves  untrammelled  in  the  fresh  spring  breeze  as 
her  somewhat  unruly  charger  gallops  up  the  hill  towards 
the  ranch. 

The  great  black  horse  was  heading  for  the  stable. 
Jacky  leant  over  to  one  side  and  swung  him  sharply 
towards  the  house.  At  the  verandah  she  pulled  liim 
up  short.  High-mettled,  headstrong  as  the  animal  was^ 
he  knew  his  mistress.  Tricks  which  he  would  often 
attempt  to  practise  upon  other  people  were  useless  here 
— doubtless  she  had  taught  him  that  such  was  the 
case. 

The  girl  sprang,  unaided,  to  the  groimd,  and  hitched 
her  picket-rope  to  a  tying-post.  For  a  moment  she 
stood  on  the  verandah,  which  ran  down  the  whole  length 
of  the  house-front.  It  was  a  one-storeyed,  bungalow- 
shaped  house,  built  with  a  high  pitch  to  the  roof,  and 
entirely  constructed  of  the  finest  red-pine  wood.  Six 
French  windows  opened  on  to  the  verandah.  The  out- 
look was  westerly,  and,  contrary  to  the  usual  custom, 
the  ranch  buildings  were  not  overlooked  by  it.  The 
3orrals  and  stables  were  in  the  background. 

She  was  about  to  turn  in  at  one  of  the  windows,  when 

ihe  suddenly  observed  Nigger's  ears  cocked,  and  his  head 

-urned  away  towards  the  shimmering  peaks  of  the  distant 

nountains.     The  movement  fixed  her  attention  instantly. 

t  was  the  instinct  of  one  who  lives  in  a  country  where  the 

.  yes  and  ears  of  a  horse  are  often  keener  and  more  far 

eaching  than  those  of  its  human  masters.     The  horse 

/as   gazing   with   statuesque    fixedness   across   a    waste 

1  f    partially  melted  snow.     A  stretch  of    ten  miles  lay 

at  and  smooth  as  a  biiliard-table  at  the  foot  of  the  rise 
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upon  which  the  house  was  built.     And  far  out  across  this 
the  beast  was  gazing. 

Jacky  shaded  her  eyes  with  her  hand,  and  followed 
the  direction  of  the  horse's  gaze.  For  a  moment  or  two 
she  saw  nothing  but  the  dazzling  glare  of  the  snow  in 
the  bright  spring  sunlight.  Then  her  eyes  became 
accustomed  to  the  brilliancy,  and,  far  in  the  distance, 
she  beheld  an  animal  peacefully  moving  along  from 
patch  to  patch  of  bare  grass,  evidently  in  search  of 
fodder. 

"  A  horse ! "  she  muttered,  under  her  breath. 
"Whose?'* 

She  could  find  no  answer  to  her  monosyllabic  inquiry. 
She  realised  at  once  that,  to  whomsoever  it  belonged,  its 
owner  would  never  recover  it,  for  it  was  grazing  on  the 
far  side  of  the  great  "  muskeg,"  that  mighty  bottomless 
mire  which  extends  for  forty  miles  north  and  south,  and 
whose  narrowest  breadth  is  a  span  of  ten  miles.  She  was 
looking  across  it  now,  and  innocent  enough  that  level 
plain  of  terror  appeared  at  that  moment.  And  yet  it 
was  the  curse  of  the  ranching  district,  for,  annually, 
hundreds  of  cattle  met  an  untimely  death  in  its  cruel, 
absorbing  bosom. 

She  turned  away  for  the  purpose  of  fetching  a  pair  of 
field-glasses.  She  was  anxious  to  identify  the  horse. 
She  passed  along  the  verandah  towards  the  furthest 
window.  It  was  the  window  of  her  uncle's  office.  Just 
as  she  was  nearing  it  she  heard  the  sound  of  voices  coming 
from  within.  She  paused,  and  an  ominous  pucker  drew 
her  brows  together.  Her  beautiful,  dark  face  clouded. 
She  had  no  wish  to  play  the  part  of  eavesdropper,  but  she 
had  recognised  the  voices  of  her  uncle  and  Lablache. 
She  had  also  heard  the  mention  of  her  own  name.  What 
woman,  or,  for  that  matter,  man,  can  refrain  from  listen- 
ing when  they  hear  two  people  talking  about  them? 
The  window  was  open;    Jacky  paused — and  listened. 

Lablache's  thick  voice  lolled  heavily  upon  the  brisk 
air. 

"  She  is  a  good  girl.  But  don't  you  think  you  are 
considering  her  future  from  a  rather  selfish  point  of 
view,  John  ?  " 

"  Selfish  ? "     The    old    man    laughed    in    his    hearty 
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manner,  "  Maybe  you're  right,  though.  I  never  thought 
of  that.  You  see,  I'm  getting  old  now.  I  can't  get 
around  like  I  used  to.  Bless  me,  she's  two-an '-twenty. 
Three-and-twenty  years  since  my  brother  Dick — God 
rest  his  soul  I— married  that  half-breed  girl,  Josie.^^  Yes, 
I  guess  you're  right;    she's  bound  to  marry  soon.** 

Jacky  smiled,  a  curious,  dark  smile.  Something  told 
her  why  Lablache  and  her  uncle  were  discussing  her 
future. 

"  Why,  of  course  she  is,"  said  Lablache ;  "  and  when 
that  happy  event  is  accomplished,  I  hope  it  will 
not  be  with  any  improvident — harum-scarum  man 
\[^Q like " 

"The  Hon.  Bufining-Ford,  I  suppose  you  would  say, 

eh?" 

There  was  a  somewhat  sharp  tone  in  the  old  man's 
voice  which  Jacky  was  not  slow  to  detect. 

"  Well,"  went  on  Lablache,  with  one  of  those  deep, 
whistling  breaths  which  made  him  so  like  an  ancient  pug, 
•'  since  you  mention  him,  for  want  of  a  better  specimen  of 
improvidence,  his  name  will  do." 

"  So  I  thought — so  I  thought,"  laughed  the  old  man. 
But  his  words  rang  strangely.  "  Most  people  think," 
he  went  on,  "  that  when  I  die  Jacky  will  be  rich.  But 
she  won't." 

"  No,"  replied  Lablache  emphatically. 
There  was  a  world  of  meaning  in  his  tone, 
"  However,  I  guess  we  can  let  her  hunt  around  for 
herself  when  she  wants  a  husband.     Jacky 's  a  girl  with 
a  head.     A  sight  better  head  than  I've  got  on  my  old 
shoulders.     When   she   chooses   a   husband,    and    comes 
and  tells  me  of  it,  she  shall  have  my  blessing,  and  anything 
;lse  I  have  to  give.     I'm  not  going  to  interfere  with  that 
Tirl's   matrimonial  affairs,   sir,   not  for  any  one.     That 
?hild,  bless  her  heart,  is  like  my  own  child  to  me.     If  she 
^ants  the  moon,  and  there's  nothing  else  to  stop^  her 
laving  it  but  my  consent,  why,  I  guess  that  moon's  as 
rood  as  fenced  in  with  tripie-barbed  wire  an'  registered 
n*  her  name  in  the  Government  Land  Office." 

"  And  in  the  meantime  you  are  going  to  make  that 
ame  child  work  for  her  daily  bread  hke  any  *  hired  man,' 
nd  keep  company  with  any  scoun " 
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"  Hi,  stop  there,  Lablache  !  Stop  there  I  "  thundered 
'*  Poker  "  John ;  and  Jacky  heard  a  thud  as  of  a  fist 
faUing  upon  the  table.  "  YouVe  taken  the  unwarrant- 
able liberty  of  poking  your  nose  into  my  affairs,  and, 
because  of  our  old  acquaintance,  I  have  allowed  it.     But 

now,  let  me  tell  you,  this  is  no  d d  business  of  yours. 

There's  no  make  with  Jacky,  What  she  does,  she  does 
of  her  own  ajccord." 

At  that  moment  the  girl  in  question  walked  abruptly 
in  from  the  verandah.     She  had  heard  enough. 

"  Ah,  uncle,"  she  said,  smiling  tenderly  up  into  the 
old  man's  face,  '*  talking  of  me,  I  guess.  You  shouted 
my  name  just  as  I  was  coming  along.  Say,  I  want  the 
field-glasses.     Where  are  they  ?  " 

Then  she  turned  on  Lablache  as  if  she  had  only  just 
become  aware  of  his  presence. 

"  What,  Mr.  Lablache,  you  here  ?  And  so  early,  too. 
Guess  this  isn't  like  you.  How  is  your  store — that  temple 
of  wealth  and  high  interest — to  get  on  vsdthout  you? 
How  are  the  *  improvident  harum-scarums  '  to  live  if 
you  are  not  present  to  minister  to  their  wants — upon 
the  best  of  security?"  Without  waiting  for  a  reply, 
the  girl  picked  up  the  glasses  she  was  in  search  of  and 
darted  out,  leaving  Lablache  glaring  his  bilious-eyed  rage 
after  her. 

'*  Poker  "  John  stood  for  a  moment  a  picture  of  blank 
surprise;  then  he  burst  into  a  loud  guffaw  at  the  dis- 
comfited moneylender,  Jacky  heard  the  laugh  and 
smiled.  Then  she  passed  out  of  earshot  and  concentrated 
her  attention  upon  the  distant  speck  of  animal  life. 

The  girl  stood  for  some  moments  surveying  the  creature 
as  it  moved  leisurely  along,  its  nose  well  down  amongst 
the  roots  of  the  tawny  grass,  seeking  out  the  tender 
green  shoots  of  the  new-bom  pasture.  Then  she  closed 
her  glasses,  and  her  thoughts  wandered  to  other  matters. 

The  gorgeous  landscape  was  far  from  her  thoughts. 
Her  eyes,  it  is  true,  were  resting  on  the  level  flat  of  the 
muskeg,  beyond  the  grove  of  slender  pines  which  lined 
the  approach  to  the  house,  but  she  was  not  thinking  of 
that.  No;  recollection  was  struggling  back  through 
two  years  of  a  busy  life,  to  a  time  when,  for  a  brief  space, 
sfehe  had  watched  over  the  welfare  of  another  than  her 
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uncle,  when  the  dark  native  blood  which  flowed  plentifully 
in  her  veins  had  asserted  itself,  and  a  nature  which  was 
hers  had  refused  to  remain  buried  beneath  a  superficial 
European  training.     She  was  thinking  of  a  man  who  had 
formed  a  secret  part  of  her  life  for  a  few  short  years^ 
when  she  had  allowed  her  heart  to  dictate  a  course  for 
her  actions  which  no  other  motive  but  that  of  love  could 
have  brought  about.     She  was  thinking  of  Peter  Retief, 
a  pretty  scoundrel,  a  renowned  "  bad  man,"  a  man  of 
wild  and  reckless  daring.     He  had  been  the  terror  of  the 
countryside.     A    cattle-thief    who    feared    neither    man 
nor  devil ;  a  man  who,  for  twelve  months  and  more,  had 
carried  his  life  in  his  hands,  the  sworn  enemy  of  law  and 
order,  but  who,  in  his  worst  moments,  had  never  been 
known  to  injure  a  poor  man  or  a  woman.     The  wild  blood 
of  the  half-breed  that  was  in  her  had  been  stirred,  as 
only  a  woman's  blood  can  be,  by  his  reckless  dealings, 
his  courage,  effrontery,  and  withal  his  wondrous  kindli- 
ness of  disposition.     She  was  thinking  of  this  man  now, 
this  man  whom  she  knew  to  be  numbered  amongst  the 
countless  victims  of  that  dreadful  mire.     And  what  had 
conjured   this   thought?     A    horse— a   horse    peacefully 
grazing  far  out  across  the  mire  in  the  direction  of  the 
distant  hills  which  she  knew  had  once  been  this  desperado's 

home. 

Her  train  of  recollection  suddenly  became  broken, 
and  a  sigh  escaped  her  as  the  sound  of  her  uncle's  voice 
fell  upon  her  ears.  She  did  not  move,  however,  for  she 
knew  that  Lablache  was  with  him,  and  this  man  she 
hated  with  the  fiery  hatred  only  to  be  found  in  the  half- 
breeds  of  any  native  race.  ,      ^^ 

"  I'm  sorry,  John,  we  can't  agree  on  the  pomt, 
Lablache  was  saying,  in  his  wheezy  voice,  as  the  two 
men  stood  at  the  other  end  of  the  verandah;  "  but  I'm 
quite  determined  upon  the  matter  myself.  The  land 
intersects  mine,  and  cuts  me  clean  off  the  railway  sidmg, 
and  I  am  forced  to  take  my  cattle  a  circle  of  nearly 
fifteen  miles  to  ship  them.  If  he  would  only  be  reasonable, 
and  allow  a  passage,  I  would  say  nothing.     I  ^lU  force 

him  to  sell."  ,  .. »       , 

"  If  you  can,"  put  in  the  rancher.        I  reckon  you  ve 
got  chilled  steel  to  deal  with  when  you  endeavour  to 
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*  force '  old  Joe  Norton  to  sell  the  finest  wheatland  in 
the  country." 

At  this  point  in  the  conversation  three  men  came 
round  from  the  back  of  the  house.  They  were  "  cow  " 
hands  belonging  to  the  ranch.  They  approached  Jacky 
with  the  easy  assurance  of  men  who  were  as  much 
companions  as  servants  of  their  mistress.  All  three, 
however,  touched  their  wide-brimmed  hats  in  unmistak- 
able respect.  They  were  clad  in  buckskin  shirts  and 
leather  "  chaps,"  and  each  had  his  revolver  upon  his 
hip.  The  girl  lost  the  rest  of  the  conversation  between 
her  uncle  and  Lablache,  for  her  attention  was  turned  to 
the  men. 

"  Well  ?  "  she  asked  shortly,  as  the  men  stood  before 
her. 

One  of  the  men,  a  tall,  lank  specimen  of  the  dark- 
skinned  prairie  half-breed,  acted  as  spokesman. 

He  ejected  a  squirt  of  tobacco-juice  from  his  great, 
dirty  mouth  before  he  spoke.  Then,  with  a  curious 
backward  jerk  of  the  head,  he  blurted  out  a  stream  of 
Western  jargon. 

"  Say,  missie,"  he  exclaimed,  in  a  high-pitched,  nasal 
voice,  "  it  ain't  no  use  in  talkin' — ye  kent  put  no  tender- 
foot t'  boss  the  round-up.  There's  them  all-fired 
Donoghue  lot  jest  sent  right  in  t'  say,  'cause,  I  s'pose, 
they  reckon  as  they're  the  high  muck-i-muck  o'  this 
location,  that  that  tarnation  Sim  Lory,  thar  head  man, 
is  to  cap'  the  round-up,  Wliy,  he  ain't  cast  a  blamed 
foot  on  the  prairie  sence  he's  been  hyar.  An'  I'll  swear 
he  don't  know  the  horn  o'  his  saddle  from  a  monkey 
stick.  Et  ain't  right,  missie,  an'  us  fellers  t'  work  under 
him  an'  all." 

His  address  came  to  an  abrupt  end,  and  he  gave 
emphasis  to  his  words  by  a  prolonged  expectoration. 
Jacky,  her  eyes  sparkling  with  anger,  was  quick  to  reply. 

"  Look  you  here,  Silas  :  just  go  right  off  and  throw 
your  saddle  on  your  pony " 

"  Guess  it's  right  thar,  missie,"  the  man  interrupted. 

"  Then  sling  off  as  fast  as  your  plug  can  lay  foot  to 
the  ground,  and  give  John  Allandale's  compliment  to 
Jim  Donoghue,  and  say,  if  they  don't  send  a  capable 
man,  since  they've  been  appointed  to  find  the  *  captain,' 
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he'll  complain  to  the  association,  and  insist  on  the  penalty 
being  enforced.  What,  do  they  take  us  for  a  lot  of 
gophers  ?  Sim  Lory,  indeed  I  Why,  he's  not  fit  to 
prise  weeds  with  a  two-tine  hay-fork  I  " 

The  men  went  off  hurriedly.  Their  mistress's  swift 
methods  of  dealing  with  matters  pleased  them.  Silas 
was  more  than  pleased  to  be  able  to  get  a  '*  slant  "  (to 
use  his  own  expression)  at  his  old  enemy,  Sim  Lory. 
As  the  men  departed,  "  Poker  "  John  came  and  stood 
beside  his  niece. 

•*  WTiat's  that  about  Sim  Lory,  Jacky  ?  " 

"  They've  sent  him  to  run  this  '  round-up,*  " 

"  And  ?  " 

"  Oh,  I  just  told  them  it  wouldn't  do  " — indifferently. 

Old  John  smiled. 

"  In  those  words  ?  " 

"  Well,  no,  uncle,"  the  girl  said,  with  a  responsive 
smile.  "  But  they  needed  a  '  jinning  '  up.  I  sent  the 
message  in  your  name." 

The  old  man  shook  his  head,  but  his  indulgent  smik 
remained. 

"  You'll  be  getting  me  into  serious  trouble  with  that 
impetuosity  of  yours,  Jacky,"  he  said  absently.  "  But 
there,  I  dare  say  you  know  best." 

His  words  were  characteristic  of  him.  He  left  the 
entire  control  of  the  ranch  to  thii  girl  of  two-and-twenty, 
relying  implicitly  upon  her  judgment  in  all  things.  It 
was  a  strange  thing  to  do,  for  he  was  still  a  vigorous 
man.  To  look  at  him  was  to  make  oneself  wonder  at 
the  reason.  But  the  girl  accepted  the  responsibility 
without  question.  There  was  a  subtle  sympathy  between 
uncle  and  niece.  Sometimes  Jacky  would  gaze  up  into 
his  handsome  old  face,  and  something  in  the  twitching 
cheek,  the  curiously  shaped  mouth,  hidden  beneath  the 
grey  moustache,  would  cause  her  to  turn  away  with  a 
sigh,  and,  with  stimulated  resolution,  hurl  herself  into 
the  arduous  labours  of  managing  the  ranch.  What  she 
read  in  that  dear,  honest  face  she  loved  so  well  she  kept 
locked  in  her  own  secret  heart,  and  never,  by  word  or 
act,  did  she  allow  herself  to  betray  it.  She  was  absolute 
mistress  of  the  Foss  River  Ranch,  and  she  knew  it.  Old 
"  Poker "    John,    like    the    morphine    "  fiend,'*    merely 

B  2 


84  THE   DEVIL'S   KEG 

continued  to  keep  up  his  reputation  and  the  more  fully 
deserve  his  sobriquet.  His  mind,  his  character,  his  whole 
being  was  being  slowly  but  surely  absorbed  in  the  lust 
of  gambling. 

The  girl  laid  her  hand  upon  the  old  man's  arm. 

"  Uncle,  what  was  Lablache  talking  to  you  about  ? 
I  mean  when  I  came  for  the  field-glasses." 

"  Poker  "  John  was  gazing  abstractedly  into  the  dense 
growth  of  pines  which  fringed  the  house.  He  pulled 
himself  together,  but  his  eyes  had  in  them  a  far-away  look. 

"  Many  things,"  he  replied  evasively. 

"  Yes,  I  know,  dear ;  but  " — bending  her  face  while 
she  removed  one  of  her  buckskin  gauntlets  from  her 
hand — "  I  mean  about  me.  You  two  were  discussing 
me,  I  know." 

She  turned  her  keen  grey  eyes  upon  her  relative  as 
she  finished  speaking.  The  old  man  turned  away.  He 
felt  that  those  eyes  were  reading  his  very  soul.  They 
made  him  uncomfortable. 

"  Oh,  he  said  I  ought  not  to  let  you  associate  with 
certain  people." 

**  Why  ?  "  The  sharp  question  came  with  the  direct- 
ness of  a  pistol-shot. 

"  Well,  he  seemed  to  think  that  you  might  think  of 
marrying." 

"  Ah,  and " 

*'  He  seemed  to  fancy  that  you,  being  impetuous, 
might  make  a  mistake,  and  fall " 

"  In  love  with  the  wrong  man.  Yes,  I  understand ; 
and,  from  his  point  of  view,  if  ever  I  do  marry  it  will 
undoubtedly  be  the  wrong  man." 

And  the  girl  finished  up  with  a  mirthless  laugh. 

They  stood  for  some  moments  in  silence.  They  were 
both  thinking.  The  noise  from  the  corrals  behind  the 
house  reached  them.  The  steady  drip,  drip  of  the  water 
from  the  melting  snow  upon  the  roof  of  the  house  sounded 
loudly  as  it  fell  on  the  sodden  ground  beneath. 

"  Uncle,  did  it  ever  strike  you  that  that  greasy  money- 
lender wants  to  marry  me  himself  ?  " 

The  question  startled  John  Allandale  more  than 
anything  else  could  have  done.  He  turned  sharply 
round  and  faced  his  niece. 
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"  Marry  you,  Jacky  ?  "  he  repeated.  "  I  never  thought 
of  it." 

"  It  isn't  to  be  supposed  that  you  would  have  done 

SO. 

There  was  the  faintest  tinge  of  bitterness  in  the  girl'g 
answer. 

"  And  do  you  really  think  that  he  wants  to  marry 
you?" 

"  I  don't  know  quite.  Perhaps  I  am  wrong,  uncle, 
and  my  imagination  has  run  away  with  me.  Yes,  I 
sometimes  think  he  wants  to  marry  me." 

They  both  relapsed  into  silence.  Then  her  uncle 
spoke  again. 

*'  Jacky,  what  you  have  just  said  has  made  something, 
plain  to  me  which  I  could  not  understand  before.  He 
came  and  gave  me,  unsolicited,  mind  " — a  little  eagerly— 
"  a  detailed  account  of   Bunning-Ford's   circumstances, 

and "  ,.       ,. 

*'  Endeavoured  to  bully  you  into  sendmg  him  about 
liis  business.  Poor  old  Bill  1  And  what  was  his  account 
of  him?" 

The  girl's  eyes  were  glowing  with  quickly  roused 
passion,  but  she  kept  them  turned  from  her  uncle's  face. 

"  He  told  me  that  the  boy  had  heavy  mortgages  on 
his  land  and  stock.  He  told  me  that  if  he  were  to  realise 
to-morrow  there  would  be  little  or  nothing  for  himself. 
Everything  would  go  to  some  firm  in  Calford.  In  short, 
that  he  had  gambled  his  ranch  away." 

"And  he  told  this  to  you,  uncle  dear."  Then  the 
girl  paused,  and  looked  far  out  across  the  great  muskeg. 
In  her  abrupt  fashion  she  turned  again  to  the  old  man. 
"  Uncle,"  she  went  on,  "  tell  m.e  truly,  do  you  owe  any- 
thing to  Lablache  ?     Has  he  any  hold  upon  you  ?  " 

There  was  a  world  of  anxiety  in  her  voice  as  .she  spoke. 
John  Allandale  tried  to  follow  her  thought  before  he 
answered.  He  seemed  to  grasp  something  of  her  meaning, 
for  in  a  moment  his  eyes  took  on  an  expression  of  pain. 
Then  his  words  came  slowly,  as  from  one  who  is  not  sure 
of  what  he  is  saying.  ^^ 

"  I  owe  him  some — money — yes — but 

"Poker?"  ,       .  „   ^. 

The  question  was  jerked  viciously  from  the  girl  s  lipa. 
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"  Yes." 

Jacky  turned  slowly  away  until  her  eyes  rested  upon 
the  distant  grazing  horse.  A  strange  restlessness  seemed 
to  be  upon  her.  She  was  fidgeting  with  the  gauntlet 
which  she  had  just  removed.  Then  slowly  her  right 
hand  passed  round  to  her  hip,  where  it  rested  upon  the 
butt  of  her  revolver.  There  was  a  tight  drawnness  about 
her  lips,  and  her  keen  grey  eyes  looked  as  though  gazing 
into  space. 

"  How  much  ?  "  she  said  at  last,  breaking  the  heavy 
silence  which  had  followed  upon  her  uncle's  admission. 
Then,  before  he  could  answer,  she  went  on  deliberately  : 
"  But  there — I  guess  it  don't  cut  any  figure.  Lablachc 
shall  be  paid,  and  I  take  it  his  bill  of  interest  won't 
amount  to  more  than  we  can  pay — ^if  we're  put  to  it. 
Poor  old  Bill  I  '■ 


CHAPTER  V 

THE   "  STRAY  "    BEYOND    THE   MUSKEQ 

The  Foss  River  Settlement  itself  is  like  dozens  of 
others  of  its  kind.  There  is  a  school-house,  standing  by 
itself.  There  is  a  church,  or  rather  chapel,  where  every 
denomination  holds  its  services.  A  saloon,  where  four 
per  cent,  beer  and  prohibited  whisky  of  the  worst  de- 
scription is  openly  sold  over  the  bar ;  where  you  can  buy 
poker  "  chips  "  to  any  amount,  and  can  sit  down  and 
play  from  dark  to  daylight.  A  blacksmith  and  wheel- 
wright, a  baker,  a  carpenter,  a  doctor  who  is  also  a  drug- 
gist, a  store  where  one  can  buy  every  article  of  dry  good^^ 
at  exorbitant  prices — and  on  credit;  and  then,  beside 
all  this,  well  beyond  the  township  limit,  there  is  a  half- 
breed  settlement,  a  place  which  even  to  this  day  is  a 
necessary  evil  and  constant  thorn  in  the  side  of  the 
North- West  Mounted  Police. 

Lablache's  store  stands  in  the  centre  of  the  settlement, 
facing  on  to  the  market-place— the  latter  a  vague,  un- 
defined space  of  waste  ground  on  which  vendors  of  produce 
are  wont  to  draw  up  their  waggons.  The  store  is  a  massive 
building  of  great  extent.  Its  proportions  rise  superior  to 
its  surroundings,  as  if  to  indicate  in  a  measure  its  owner^s 
worldly  status  in  the  district.  It  is  built  entirely  of 
stone,  and  roofed  with  slate— the  only  building  of  such 
construction  in  the  settlement. 

A  wonderful  centre  of  business  is  Lablache's  store,  the 
chief  one  for  a  radius  of  fifty  miles.  Nearly  the  whole 
building  is  given  up  to  the  stocking  of  goods,  and  only 
at  the  back  of  the  building  is  to  be  found  a  small  office 
which  answers  the  multifarious  purposes  of  office,  parlour, 
dining-room,  smoking-room — ^in  short,  every  necessity 
of  its  owner,  except  bedroom,  which  occupies  a  mere 
recess  partitioned  off  by  thin  matchwood  boarding. 

37 


38  THE   DEVIL'S   KEG 

Wealthy  as  Lablache  was  known  to  be,  he  spent  little 
or  no  money  upon  himself  beyond  just  sufficient  to  pur- 
chase the  bare  necessities  of  life.  He  had  few  require- 
ments which  could  not  be  satisfied  under  the  headings 
of  tobacco  and  food,  in  both  of  which  he  indulged  himself 
freely.  The  saloon  provided  the  latter,  and  as  for  the 
former,  trade  price  was  best  suited  to  his  inclinations, 
and  so  he  drew  upon  his  stock.     He  was  a  curious  man. 

Lablache  had  laiown  John  Allandale  for  years.  Who, 
in  Foss  River,  had  he  not  known  for  years  ?  Lablache 
would  have  liked  ta  call  old  John  his  friend,  but  somehow 
"  Poker "  John  had  never  responded  to  the  money- 
lender's advances.  Lablache  showed  no  resentment. 
If  he  cared  at  all,  he  was  careful  to  keep  his  feelings 
hidden.  One  thing  is  certain,  however  :  he  allowed 
himself  to  think  long  and  often  of  old  John — and  his 
household.  Often,  when  in  the  deepest  stress  of  his  far- 
reaching  work,  he  would  heave  his  great  bulk  back  in  his 
chair  and  allow  those  fishy,  lashless,  sphinx-like  eyes 
of  his  to  gaze  out  of  his  window  in  the  direction  of  the 
Foss  River  Ranch. 

And  so  it  came  about  a  few  days  later,  in  one  of  these 
digressions  of  thought,  that  the  moneylender,  gazing 
out  towards  the  ranch,  beheld  a  horseman  riding  slowly 
up  to  the  verandah  of  the  Ailandales'  house.  There  was 
nothing  uncommon  in  the  incident,  but  the  sight  riveted 
his  attention,  and  an  evil  light  came  into  his  usually 
expressionless  eyes.  He  recognised  the  horseman  as  the 
Hon.  Bunning-Ford. 

Lablache  swimg  round  on  his  revolving  chair,  and,  in 
doing  so,  kicked  over  a  paper-basket.  The  rapidity  of 
his  movement  was  hardly  to  be  expected  in  one  of  his 
bulk.  His  thin  eyebrows  drew  together  in  an  ugly 
frowm. 

"  What  does  he  want  ?  "  he  muttered,  under  his  heavy 
breath. 

He  hazarded  no  answer  to  his  own  question.  It  was 
answered  for  him.  He  saw  the  figure  of  a  woman  step 
out  on  to  the  verandah. 

The  moneylender  rose  swiftly  to  his  feet,  and  took  a 
pair  of  field-glasses  from  their  case.  Adjusting  them,  he 
gazed  long  and  earnestly  at  the  house  on  the  hill. 
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Jacky  was  talking  to  "  Lord  "  Bill.  She  was  habited 
in  her  dungaree  skirt  and  buckskin  bodice.  Presently 
Bill  dismounted,  and  passed  into  the  house. 

Lablache  shut  his  glasses  with  a  snap,  and  turned 
away  from  the  window.  For  some  time  he  stood  gazing 
straight  before  him,  and  a  swift  torrent  of  thought  flowed 
through  his  active  brain.  Then,  with  the  directn^s  of 
one  whose  mind  is  made  up,  he  went  over  to  a  small  safe 
which  stood  in  a  corner  of  the  room.  From  this  he  took 
an  account-book.  The  cover  bore  the  legend  Private. 
He  laid  it  upon  the  table,  and  for  some  moments  bent 
over  it  as  he  scanned  its  pages.  ^  ,  ,  _  ,  aii„„^„u 
He  paused  at  an  account  headed  John  Allandale. 
The  fi<mres  of  this  account  were  very  large,  totalling 
into  six  figures.  The  balance  against  the  rancher  was 
enormous.  Lablache  gave  a  satisfied  grunt  as  he  turned 
over  to  another  account.  „ 

"  Safe— safe  enough.  Safe  as  the  Day  of  Doom,  he 
said  slowly.  His  mouth  worked  with  a  cruel  smile. 
He  paused  at  the  account  of  Bunning-Ford. 
»  Twenty  thousand  dollars— um  I  "  The  look  of  satis- 
faction was  changed.  He  looked  less  pleased,  but  none 
the  less  cruel  "Not  enough.  Let  me  see  1  His  p  ace 
L  wo^h  Sty  thousand  dollars.  Stock  another  thirty 
thousand.  I  hold  thirty-five  thousand  on  first  mortgage 
for  the  Calford  Trust  and  Loan  Company.  He  smiled 
s?mificantlv.  "This  bill  of  sale  for  twenty  thousand 
llV^ol  name.  Total,  fifty-five  thousand.  SeU  lum 
up,  and  there  would  still  be  a  margin.     No,  not  yet,  my 

'""'He^closed  the  book  and  put  it  away.  Then  he  walked 
to  the  window.     Bunning-Ford's  horse  was  still  standing 

outside  the  house.  4.4.      j 

"  He  must  be  dealt  with  soon,"  he  muttered. 
And  in  those  words  was  concentrated  a  world  ot  hate 

'"verefKK  was  possessed  of  all  that  prosperity 
could  give  him.  He  was  wealthy  beyond  the  dreams  of 
avaricf  and  no  pleasure  which  money  could  buy  was 
bewndWs  reach.  He  knew,  only  too  well,  that  when  the 
moment  came,  and  he  wished  it.  he  could  set  out  for  any 
ot  the  great  centres  of  fashion  and  society,  and  there 
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purchase  for  himself  a  wife  who  would  fulfil  the  require- 
ments of  the  most  fastidious.  In  his  own  arrogant  mind 
he  went  further,  and  protested  that  he  could  choose 
whom  he  would  and  she  would  be  his.  But  this  method 
he  set  aside  as  too  simple,  and,  instead,  had  decided  to 
select  for  his  wife  a  girl  whom  he  had  watched  grow  up 
to  womanhood  from  the  first  day  that  she  had  opened  her 
great,  wondering  eyes  upon  the  world.  And  thus  far  he 
had  been  thwarted.  All  his  wealth  went  for  nothing. 
The  whim  of  this  girl  he  had  chosen  was  more  powerful 
in  this  matter  than  was  gold — the  gold  he  loved.  But 
Lablache  was  not  the  man  to  sit  down  and  admit  of 
defeat;  he  meant  to  marry  Joaquina  Allandale  willy- 
nilly.  Nothing  should  stand  in  his  way.  He  turned 
back  to  his  desk,  but  not  to  work. 

In  the  meantime,  the  object  of  his  forcible  attentions 
was  holding  an  interesting  tite-d-tSte  with  the  man  against 
whom  he  fostered  an  evil  purpose. 

Jacky  was  seated  at  a  table  in  the  pleasant  sitting- 
room  of  her  uncle's  house.  Spread  out  before  her  were 
several  open  stock-books,  from  which  she  was  endeavour- 
ing to  estimate  the  probable  number  of  "  beeves  "  which 
the  early  spring  would  produce.  This  was  a  task  which 
she  always  liked  to  do  herself  before  the  "  round-up  " 
was  complete,  so  as  the  easier  to  sort  the  animals  into 
their  various  pastures  when  they  should  come  in.  Her 
visitor  was  standing  with  his  back  to  the  stove,  in  typical 
Canadian  fashion.  He  was  clad  in  a  pair  of  well-worn 
*•  chaps  "  drawn  over  a  pair  of  moleskin  trousers,  and 
wore  a  grey  tweed  coat  and  waistcoat  over  a  soft  cotton 
shirt,  of  the  "  collar  attached  "  type.  As  he  stood  there, 
the  stoop  of  his  shoulders  was  very  pronounced.  His 
fair  hair  was  carefully  brushed,  and  although  his  face 
was  slightly  weather-stained,  still,  it  was  quite  easy  to 
imagine  the  distinguished  figure  he  would  be,  clad  in  all 
the  solemn  pomp  of  broadcloth  and  the  silk  glaze  of 
fashionable  society,  in  the  neighbourhood  of  Bond 
Street. 

The  girl  was  not  looking  at  her  books.  She  was  looking 
up  and  smiling  at  a  remark  her  companion  had  just 
made. 

*'  And  so  your  friend  Pat  Nabob  is  going  up  into  the 
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mountains  after  gold?  Does  he  know  anything  about 
prospecting  ?  "  .  „ 

"  I  think  so — he's  had  some  experience. 

Jacky  became  serious.  She  rose  and  turned  to  the 
window,  which  commanded  a  perfect  view  of  the  distant 
peaks  of  the  Rockies,  towering  high  above  the  broad, 
level  expanse  of  the  great  muskeg.  With  her  back  still 
turned  to  him  she  fired  an  abrupt  question. 

**  Say  Bill,  guess  '  Pickles  '  has  some  other  reason  for 
this  mad  scheme.  What  is  it?  You  can't  tell  me  he's 
going  just  for  love  of  the  adventure  of  the  thing.  Now, 
let's  hear  the  truth."  .         ,  ^  , . 

Unobserved  by  the  girl,  her  compamon  shrugged  his 

shoulders.  ^    . 

"  If  you  want  his  reasons,  you'd  better  ask  him,  Jacky. 

I  can  only  surmise."  ,     ,        ,        *.  t.h  4.  n 

"So  can  1."  Jacky  turned  sharply,  "I'll  tell  you 
why  he's  going,  Bill,  and  you  can  bet  your  last  cent.  I'm 
right.  Lablache  is  at  the  bottom  of  it.  He's  at  the 
bottom  of  everything  that  causes  people  to  leave  Foss 
River.     He's  a  blood-sucker." 

Bunning-Ford  nodded.  He  was  rarely  expansive. 
Moreover,  he  knew  he  could  add  nothing  to  what  the  girl 
had  said.  She  expressed  his  sentiments  fully.  Ihere 
was  a  pause.     Jacky  was  keenly  eyeing  the  tall,  thin 

figure  at  the  stove.  ii  ^. .   •  »•    u        u^ 

"  Why  did  you  come  to  tell  me  of  this  ?      she  asked 

*  "Thought  you'd  Hke  to  know.     You  like  *  Pickles.'  " 
*»  Yes— Bill,  you  are  thinking  of  going  with  him. 
Her  companion  laughed  uneasily.     This  girl  was  very 

keen. 

"  I  didn't  say  so."  ^  ^  .  ^      , 

"  No,  but  still  you  are  thinking  of  doing  so.  bee  Here, 
Bill ;  tell  me  all  about  it,"  ,         ^     .       .  u     u 

Bill  coughed.  Then  he  turned,  and,  stopping,  shook 
the  ashes  from  the  stove  and  opened  the  damper. 

"  Beastly  cold  in  here,"  he  remarked  mconsequendy. 

*»  Yes— but,  out  with  it." 

Bill  stood  up  and  turned  his  indolwit  eyes  upon  his 

interrogator.  ,  x  •      tt 

I  wasn't  thinking  of  going— to  the  mountains. 
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"  Where,  then  ?  " 

"  To  the  Yukon." 

^  Ah  I  " 

In  spite  of  herself,  the  girl  could  not  help  the  exclamation. 

"  Why  ?  "  she  went  on,  a  moment  later. 

"  Well,  if  you  must  have  it,  I  shan't  be  able  to  last  out 
this  summer — unless  a  stroke  of  luck  falls  to  my  share." 

"Financially?" 

"  Financially." 

"Lablache?" 

"  Lablache — ^and  the  Calford  Trust  Co." 

"  The  same  thing  " — with  conviction. 

"  Exactly — ^the  same  thing." 

"  And  you  stand  ?  " 

"  If  I  meet  the  interest  on  my  mortgages,  it  will  take 
away  every  head  of  fat  cattle  I  can  scrape  together,  and 
then  I  cannot  pay  Lablache  other  debts  which  fall  due 
in  two  weeks'  time."  He  quietly  drew  out  his  tobacco- 
pouch  and  rolled  a  cigarette.  He  seemed  quite  indifferent 
to  his  difficulties.  "  If  I  realise  on  the  ranch  now,  there'll 
be  something  left  for  me.  If  I  go  on,  by  the  end  of  the 
summer  there  won't  be." 

*'  I  suppose  you  mean  that  you  will  be  deeper  in  debt  ?  " 

He  smiled  in  his  own  peculiarly  lazy  fashion  as  he  held 
a  lighted  match  to  his  cigarette. 

"  Just  so.  I  shall  owe  Lablache  more,"  he  said, 
between  spasmodic  draws  at  his  tobacco. 

"  Lablache  has  wonderful  luck  at  cards." 

"  Yes  "—shortly. 

Jacky  returned  to  the  table  and  sat  down.  She  turned 
the  pages  of  the  stock-book  idly.  She  was  thinking,  and 
the  expression  of  her  dark,  determined  little  face  indicated 
the  unpleasant  nature  of  her  thoughts.  Presently  she 
looked  up  and  encountered  the  steady  gaze  of  her  con- 
panion.  They  were  great  friends,  these  two.  In  that 
glance  each  read  in  the  other's  mind  something  of  a 
mutual  thought.  Jacky,  with  womanly  readiness,  put 
part  of  it  into  words. 

"  No  one  ever  seems  to  win  against  him,  Bill.  Guess 
he  makes  a  steady  income  out  of  poker." 

The  man  nodded  and  gulped  down  a  deep  inhalation 
from  his  cigarette. 
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"  Wonderful  luck,"  the  girl  went  on. 
"  Some  people  call  it  '  iuck,'  "  put  in  Bill  quietly,  but 
with  a  curious  purse  of  the  lips. 
"  What  do  you  call  it  ?  "—sharply. 
Bunning-Ford   refused   to   commit   himself.     He   con- 
tented himself  Tiith  blowing  the  ash  from  his  cigarette 
and  crossing  over  to  the  window,  where  he  stood  looking 
out.     He  had   come  there  that  afternoon  with  a  half- 
formed  intention   of   ending,   one   way  or  the  other,   a 
friendship — camaraderie—by  telling   this    hardy   girl   of 
the  prairie  the  old,  old  story  over  again.     He  loved  this 
woman    with   an   intensity   that   very   few   would   have 
credited    him    with.     Who    could    associate   lazy,    good- 
natured,    careless    "Lord"     BiU    with    serious     love? 
Certainly  not  his  friends.     And  yet  such  was  the  case, 
and  for  that  reason  had  he  come.     The  affairs  of  Pat 
Nabob  were  but  a  subterfuge.     And  now  he  found  it 
impossible  to  pronounce  the  words  he  had  so  carefully 
thought  out.     Jacky  was  not  the  woman  to  approach 
easily  with  sentiment — she  was  so  "  deucedly  practical.'* 
So  Bill  said  to  himself.     It  was  useless  to  speculate  upon 
her  feelings.     This  girl  never  allowed  anything  approach- 
ing sentiment  to  appear  upon  the  surface.   She  knew  better 
than  to  do  so.     She  had  the  grave  responsibility  of  her 
uncle's  ranch  upon  her  shoulders,  therefore  aU  men  must 
be  kept  at  arm's  length.     She  was  in  every  sense  a  woman 
—passionate,  loyal,  loving— but,  in  addition.  Nature  had 
endowed  her  with  a  spirit  which  rose  superior  to  feminine 
attributes  and  feelings.     The  blood  in  her  veins,  her  life 
on  the  prairie,   her  tender  care  and   solicitude  for  her 
uncle,  of  whose  failings  and  weaknesses  she  was  painfully 
aware,  had  caused  her  to  put  from  her  all  thoughts  of  love 
and  marriage.     Her  life  must  be  devoted  to  him,  and 
while  he  lived  she  was  determined  that  no  thought  of 
self  should  interfere  with  her  self-imposed  duty. 

At  last  "  Lord  "  Bill  broke  the  silence  which  had 
fallen  upon  the  room  after  the  girl's  unanswered  question. 
KQs  remark  seemed  irrelevant  and  inconsequent. 

'*  There's  a  horse  on  the  other  side  of  the  muskeg. 
Wlioseisit?"  ^         ^^     , 

Jacky  was  at  his  side  in  an  instant.  So  suddenly 
had   she  bounded   from  the  table  that  her  companion 
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turned,  T^-ith  that  lazy  glance  of  his,  and  looked  keenly 
at  her.  He  failed  to  understand  her  excitement.  She 
had  snatched  up  a  pair  of  field-glasses,  and  had  already 
levelled  them  at  the  distant  object. 

She  looked  long  and  earnestly  across  the  miry  waste. 
Then  she  turned  to  her  companion  with  a  strange  look 
in  her  beautiful  grey  eyes. 

**  Bill,  I've  seen  that  horse  before,  four  days  ago.  I've 
looked  for  it  ever  since,  but  couldn't  see  it.  I'm  going 
to  round  it  up." 

"Eh?     How?" 

Bill  was  looking  out  across  the  muskeg  again. 

"  Guess  I'm  going  right  across  there  this  evening," 
the  girl  said  quietly. 

"  Across  the  muskeg  ?  "  Her  companion  was  roused 
out  of  himself.  His  usually  lazy  grey  eyes  were  gleaming 
brightly.     "  Impossible  !  " 

"  Not  at  all.  Bill,"  she  replied,  with  an  easy  smile. 
"  I  know  the  path." 

"  But  I  thought  there  was  only  one  man  who  ever 
knew  that  mythical  path,  and — he  is  dead." 

"  Quite  right,  Bill— only  one  man.^* 

"  Then  the  old  stories " 

There  was  a  peculiar  expression  on  the  man's  face. 
The  girl  interrupted  him  with  a  gay  laugh. 

*'  Bother  the  '  old  stories.'  I'm  going  across  there 
this  evening  after  tea.     Coming?  " 

Bunning-Ford  looked  across  at  the  clock — ^the  hands 
pointed  to  half-past  one.  He  was  silent  for  a  minute. 
Then  he  said  : 

"  I'll  be  with  you  at  four,  if — if  you'll  tell  me  all 
about " 

"Peter  Retief?  Yes,  I'll  tell  you  as  we  go,  Bill. 
What  are  you  going  to  do  until  then  ?  " 

"  I'm  going  down  to  the  saloon  to  meet  '  Pickles,'  your 
pet  aversion,  Pedro  Mancha,  and  we're  going  to  find 
a  fourth." 

"Ah,  poker?" 

"  Yes,  poker." 

"  I'm  sorry,  Bill.  But  be  here  at  four  sharp,  and  I'll 
tell  you  all  about  it.     See  here,  boy  :  *  mum's  '  the  word," 

The   CT&ving  of   "  Lord  "   Bill's   life   was   excitement. 
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He  had  asked  for  excitement,  and  Canada  had  responded 
generously.  Bill  had  found  more  than  excitement; 
he  had  found  love;  and  he  had  found  a  wealth  of  real 
friendship  rarely  equalled  in  the  busy  cities  of  civilisation. 

In  the  midst  of  all  these  things  which,  seeking,  he  had 
found,  came  this  suggestion  from  a  girl.  The  muskeg — 
the  cruel,  relentless  muskeg,  that  mire  dreaded  and 
shunned  by  white  men  and  natives  alike — it  could  be 
crossed  by  a  secret  path.  The  thought  pleased  him. 
And  none  knew  of  this  path  except  a  man  who  was  dead 
and  this  girl  he  loved.  There  was  a  strange  excitement 
in  the  thought  of  such  a  journey. 

"  Lord  "  Bill,  ignoring  his  stirrup,  vaulted  into  his 
saddle,  and,  as  he  swung  his  horse  round  and  headed 
towards  the  settlement,  he  wondered  what  the  day 
would  bring  forth. 

"  Confound  the  cards,"  he  muttered,  as  he  rode  away. 

And  it  was  the  fkst  time  in  his  hfe  that  he  had  reluct- 
antly contemplated  a  gamble. 

Had  he  only  known  it,  a  turning-point  in  his  life  was 
rapidly  approaching — a  turning-point  which  would  lead 
to  events  which,  if  told  as  about  to  occur  in  the  nineteenth 
century,  would  surely  bring  down  derision  upon  the 
head  of  the  teller.  And  yet  would  the  derided  one  have 
right  on  his  side. 


CHAPTER   VI 

"  WAYS    THAT    ARE    DARK    " 

It  was  less  than  a  quarter  of  a  mile  from  the  Allandales* 
house  to  the  saloon — a.  den  of  reeking  atmosphere  and 
fouler  spirits. 

The  saloon  at  Foss  River  was  a  fairly  large  wooden 
building  standing  at  the  opposite  end  of  the  open  space 
which  answered  the  purpose  of  a  market-place,  and  facing 
Lablache's  store.  The  bar  was  large,  and  at  one  end  stood 
a  piano,  kept  for  'the  purpose  of  "  sing-songs  " — nightly 
occurrences  when  the  execrable  whisky  had  done  its 
work.  Passing  through  the  bar  one  finds  a  large  dining- 
room  on  one  side  of  a  passage,  and  on  the  other  a  number 
of  smaller  rooms  devoted  to  the  use  of  those  who  wished 
to  play  poker. 

It  was  towards  this  place  that  the  Hon.  Bunning-Ford 
was  riding  in  the  leisurely  manner  of  one  to  whom  time 
is  no  object. 

His  thoughts  were  far  from  matters  pertaining  to  his 
destination,  and  he  would  gladly  have  welcomed  anything 
which  could  have  interfered  with  his  projected  game. 
For  the  moment  poker  had  lost  its  charm. 

As  he  neared  the  saloon  he  recognised  the  figures  of 
two  men  walking  in  the  direction  of  the  saloon.  They 
were  the  doctor  and  John  Allandale.  He  rode  towards 
them. 

"  Hallo,  Bill,  whither  bound  ?  "  said  the  old  rancher, 
as  the  younger  man  came  up.  "  Going  to  join  us  in  the 
parlour  of  Smith's  fragrant  hostelry?  The  spider  is 
already  there  weaving  the  web  in  which  he  hopes  to 
ei; snare  us." 

Bunning-Ford  shook  his  head. 

"  Who's  the  spider— Lablache  ?  " 
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"  Yes,  we're  going  to  play.  It's  the  first  time  for 
some  days.  Guess  we've  all  been  too  busy  with  the 
round-up.     Won't  you  really  join  us  ?  " 

"  Can't.  I've  promised  Mancha  and  '  Pickles  '  revenge 
for  a  game  we  played  the  other  night,  when  I  happened 
to  relieve  them  of  a  few  dollars." 

"  Sensible  man.  Lablaehe  is  too  consistent,"  put  in 
the  doctor  quietly.  .    .    .     „ 

"  Nonsense,"  said  "  Poker "  John  optimistically. 
"  You're  always  carping  about  the  man's  luck.  We  must 
break  it  soon." 

"  Yes,  we've  suggested  that  before." 

Bill  spoke  with  meaning  and  finished  up  with  a  purse 
of  the  lips. 

They  were  near  the  saloon. 

"  How  long  are  you  going  to  play  ?  "  he  went  on 
quietly. 

*'  Right  through  the  evening,"  replied  "  Poker  "  John, 
with  keen  satisfaction.     "  And  you  ?  " 

"  Only  until  four  o'clock.  I  am  going  to  take  tea  up 
at  your  place." 

The  old  man  offered  no  comment,  and  Bill  dismounted 
and  tied  his  horse  to  a  post,  and  the  three  men  entered  the 
stuffy  bar.  The  room  was  half  full  of  people.  They 
were  mostly  cowboys  or  men  connected  with  the  various 
ranches  about  the  neighbourhood.  Words  of  greeting 
hailed  the  new-comers  on  all  sides,  but  old  John,  who  led 
the  way,  took  little  or  no  notice  of  those  whom  he  recog- 
nised. The  lust  of  gambling  was  upon  him,  and,  as  a 
dipsomaniac  craves  for  drink,  so  he  was  longing  to  feel 
the  smooth  surface  of  pasteboard  between  his  fingers. 

While  Bunning-Ford  stopped  to  exchange  a  word  with 
some  of  those  he  met,  the  other  two  men  went  straight  up 
to  the  bar.  Smith  himself,  a  grizzled  old  man,  with  a 
tobacco-stained,  grey  moustache  and  beard,  and  the 
possessor  of  a  pair  of  narrow,  wicked-looking  eyes,  was 
serving  out  whisky  to  a  couple  of  worse-looking  half- 
breeds.  It  was  noticeable  that  every  man  present  wore 
at  his  waist  either  a  revolver  or  a  long  sheath-knife. 
Even  the  proprietor  was  fully  armed.  The  half-breeds 
wore  knives.  ,    ,.    . 

«  "  Poker  "  John  was  apparently  a  man  of  distinction 
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here.  Possibly  the  knowledge  that  he  played  a  big 
game  elicited  for  him  a  sort  of  indifferent  respect.  Any- 
way, the  half-breeds  moved  aside  to  allow  him  to  approach 
the  bar. 

"  Lablache  here  ?  "  asked  the  rancher  eagerly. 

"  I  guess,"  replied  Mr.  Smith,  in  a  high  nasal  voice, 
as  he  pushed  the  two  whiskies  across  to  the  waiting 
half-breeds.  "  Been  here  half-an-hour.  Jest  pass  right 
through,  mister.  Maybe  you'll  find  him  located  in  number 
two." 

There  was  no  doubt  that  John  B.  Smith  hailed  from 
the  States.  Although  the  Canadian  is  not  devoid  of  the 
American  accent,  there  is  not  much  doubt  of  nationality 
when  one  hears  the  real  thing. 

"  Gk)od ;  come  on,  Doc.  No,  thanks.  Smith  " — ^as  the 
man  behind  the  bar  reached  towards  a  bottle  with  a 
white  seal.  "  We'll  have  something  later  on.  Number 
two  on  the  right,  I  think  you  said." 

The  two  men  passed  on  into  the  back  part  of  the 
premises. 

"  Guess  dollars  '11  be  flyin'  'fore  the  night's  out," 
laid  Smith,  addressing  any  who  cared  to  listen,  and 
indicating  "  Poker  "  John  with  a  jerk  of  the  head  in  the 
direction  of  the  door  through  which  the  two  men  had  just 
passed.  "  Make  the  banks  hum  when  they  raise  the 
bid.*  Guess  ther'  ain't  many  o'  ther'  likes  roun'  these 
parts.  Rye  or  Scotch  ?  "—to  "  Lord  "  Bill  and  three 
other  men  who  came  up  at  that  moment.  Mancha  and 
"  Pickles  "  were  with  him,  and  a  fourth  player — the 
deposed  captain  of  the  "  round-up,"  Sim  Lory. 

"  Scotch,  you  old  heathen,  of  course,"  replied  Bill, 
with  a  tolerant  laugh.  "  You  don't  expect  us  to  drink 
firewater.  If  you  kept  decent  rye  it  would  be  different. 
We're  going  to  have  a  flutter.     Any  room  ?  " 

*'  Number  two,  I  guess.  Chock-a-block  in  the  others. 
Tolerable  run  on  poker  these  times.  All  the  round-up 
hands  been  gettin'  advances,  I  take  it.     Say  when." 

The  four  men  said  '*  when  "  in  due  course,  and  each 
watered  his  own  whisky.  The  proprietor  went  on,  with 
a  quick  twinkle  of  his  beady  eyes  : 

"  Ther's  Mr.  Allandale  an'  Lablache  and  company  in 
number   two.     Nobody    else,    I    guess.     I've    a    notion 
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you'll  find  plenty  of  room.  Chips,  no  T  All  right ;  goin' 
to  play  a  tidy  game  ?     Good  I  " 

The  four  men,  having  swallowed  their  drink,  followed 
in  the  footsteps  of  the  others. 

In  number  two  "  Poker  "  John  and  his  companions 
were  already  getting  to  work  when  Bill  and  his  friends 
entered.  Beyond  a  casual  remark  they  seemed  to  take 
little  notice  of  each  other.  One  and  all  were  eager  to 
begin  the  play. 

A  deep  silence  quickly  fell  upon  the  room.  It  was  the 
silence  of  suppressed  excitement — a  silence  only  broken 
by  monosyllabic  and  almost  whispered  betting  and 
*'  raising  "  as  the  games  proceeded.  An  hour  passed  thus. 
A.t  the  table  where  Lablache  and  John  Allandale  were 
pla5ring  the  usual  luck  prevailed.  The  moneylender 
seemed  unable  to  do  wrong,  and  at  the  other  table 
Bunning-Ford  was  faring  correspondingly  badly.  Pedro 
Mancha,  the  Mexican,  a  man  of  obscure  past,  and  who 
lived  no  one  quite  knew  how,  but  who  always  appeared 
to  find  the  necessary  to  gamble  with,  was  the  favoured 
one  of  Dame  Fortune.  Already  he  had  heaped  before 
him  a  pile  of  "  bills  "  and  I  O  U's,  most  of  which  bore 
"  Lord  "  Bill's  signature.  Looking  on  at  either  table, 
no  one  from  outward  signs  could  have  said  which  way 
the  luck  was  going.  Only  the  scribblings  of  the  pencils 
upon  the  memo  pads  and  the  gradual  accumulation  of 
the  precious  slips  of  paper  before  Lablache  at  one  table 
and  the  wild-eyed,  dark-skinned  Mexican  at  the  other 
told  the  story  of  the  ruin  which  was  surely  being 
accomplished. 

At  length,  with  a  loser's  privilege,  Bunning-Ford. 
after  glancing  at  his  watch,  rose  from  the  table.  His 
lean  face  was  in  no  way  disturbed.  He  seemed  quite 
indifferent  to  his  losses. 

*•  rU  quit  you,  Pedro,"  he  said,  smiling  lazDy  down  at 
the  Mexican.     "  You're  a  bit  too  hot  for  me  to-day." 

The  dark-skinned  man  smiled  a  vague,  non-committing 
imile,  and  displayed  a  double  row  of  immaculate 
teeth. 

*'  Good.  You  shall  have  your  revenge.  Doubtless 
you  would  Uke  some  of  these  papers  back,"  he  said,  as 
he  swept  them  leisurely  into  his  pocket-book,  and  then 
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sugar-bagging  a  cigarette-paper,  he  poured  a  few  grains 
of  granulated  tobacco  into  it. 

"  Yes,  I  daresay  I  shall  relieve  you  of  some  later  on," 
replied  JBill  quietly.  Then  he  turned  to  the  other  table 
and  stood  watching  the  play. 

He  glanced  anxiously  at  the  bare  table  in  front  of  the 
old  rancher.  Even  Dr.  Abbot  was  well  stocked  with 
slips  of  paper.  Then  his  gaze  fell  upon  the  moneylender, 
behind  whose  huge  back  he  was  standing. 

He  moved  slightly  to  one  side.  It  is  an  unwritten 
law  amongst  poker  players^  in  a  public  place  in  the  west 
of  the  American  continent,  that  no  onlooker  should  stand 
immediately  behind  any  player.  He  moved  to  Lablache's 
right.  The  moneylender  was  dealing.  "  Lord  "  Bill  lit 
a  cigarette. 

The  caixls  were  dealt  round.  Then  the  draw.  Then 
Lablache  laid  the  pack  down.  Bunning-Ford  had  noted 
these  things  mechanically.  Then  something  caught  his 
attention.  It  was  his  very  indifference  which  caused 
his  sudden  attention.  Had  he  been  following  the  game 
with  his  usual  keenness  he  would  only  have  been  thinking 
of  the  betting. 

Lablache  was  writing  upon  his  memo  pad,  which  was 
a  gorgeous  effort  in  silver-mounting — one  of  those 
oblong  blocks  with  a  broad  band  of  burnished  silver  at 
the  binding  of  the  perforated  leaves.  He  knew  that  this 
was  the  pad  the  moneylender  always  used;  anyway,  it 
was  similar  in  all  respects  to  his  usual  memorandum 
pads. 

How  it  was  his  attention  had  become  fixed  upon  that 
pad  he  could  not  have  told,  but  now  an  inspiration  came 
to  him.  His  face  remained  unchanged  in  its  expression, 
but  those  lazy  eyes  of  his  gleamed  wickedly  as  he  leisurely 
puffed  at  his  cigarette. 

The  bet  went  round.  Lablache  raised  and  raised 
again.  Eventually  the  rancher  "  saw  "  him.  The  other 
took  the  pool.  No  word  was  spoken,  but  "  Lord  "  Bill 
gritted  his  teeth  and  viciously  pitched  his  cigarette  to 
the  other  end  of  the  room. 

During  the  next  two  deals  he  allowed  his  attention  to 
wander.  Lablache  dropped  out  one  hand,  and  in  the 
next  he  merely  "  filled  "  his  "  ante  "  and  allowed  the 
doctor  to  take  in  the  pool.     John  Allandale's  face  was 
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serious.  The  nervous  twitching  of  the  cheek  was  stilL 
but  the  drawn  lines  around  his  mouth  were  in  no  way 
hidden  by  his  grey  moustache,  nor  did  the  eager  light 
which  burned  luridly  in  his  eyes  for  one  moment  deceive 
the  onlooker  as  to  the  anxiety  of  mind  which  his  features 
masked. 

Now  it  was  Lablache's  deal.  "  Lord  "  Bill  concen- 
trated his  attention  upon  the  dealer.  The  moneylender 
was  left  handed.  He  held  the  pack  in  his  right,  and  in 
dealing  he  was  slow  and  slightly  clumsy.  The  object 
of  Bunning-Ford's  attention  quickly  became  apparent. 
Each  card  as  it  left  the  pack  was  passed  over  the  burnished 
silver  of  the  dealer's  memorandum  pad.  It  was  smartly 
done,  and  Lablache  was  assisted  by  the  fact  that  the 
piece  of  metal  was  inclined  towards  him.  There  was  no 
necessity  to  look  down  deliberately  to  see  the  reflection 
of  each  card  as  it  passed  on  its  way  to  its  recipient,  a 
glance — just  the  glance  necessary  when  dealing  cards — 
and  the  moneylender,  by  a  slight  effort  of  memory, 
knew  every  hand  that  was  out.  Lablache  was  cheating. 
To  say  that  "  Lord  "  Bill  was  astonished  would  be 
wrong.  He  was  not.  He  had  long  suspected  it.  The 
steady  run  of  luck  which  Lablache  had  persisted  in  was 
too  phenomenal.  It  was  enough  to  set  the  densest 
thinking.  Now  everything  was  plain.  Standing  where 
he  was.  Bill  had  almost  been  able  to  read  the  index 
numerals  himself.     He  gave  no    sign  of  his  discovery. 

Apparently  the  matter  was  of  no  consequence  to  him, 
for  he  merely  lit  a  fresh  cigarette  and  walked  towards 
the  door.     He  turned  as  he  was  about  to  pass  out. 
"  What  time  shall  I  tell  Jacky  to  expect  you  home, 

John  ?  "  he  said  quietly,  addressing  the  old  rancher. 
Lablache  looked  up  with  a  swift,  malevolent  glance, 

but  he  said  nothing.     Old  John  turned  a  drawn  face  to 

the  speaker. 

"  Supper,  I  guess,"  he  said,  in  a  thick  voice,  husky  from 

long  silence.     "  And  tell  Smith  to  send  me  in  a  bottle 

of  '  white  seal '  and  some  glasses." 

"  Right  you  are  1  "     Then  "  Lord  "  Bill  passed  out, 

"  Poker  without  whisky  is  bad,"  he  muttered  as  he  made 

his  way  back  to  the  bar,  "  but  poker  and  whisky  together 

can  only  be  the  beginning  of  the  end.     We'll  see.     Poor 

old  John  I  " 


CHAPTER  VII 

ACROSS    THE    GREAT    MUSKEG 

It  was  on  the  stroke  of  four  o'clock  when  Bunning* 
Ford  left  the  saloon.  He  had  said  that  he  would  be  at 
the  ranch  at  four,  and  usually  he  liked  to  be  punctual. 
He  was  late  now,  however,  and  made  no  effort  to  make  up 
time.  Instead,  he  allowed  his  horse  to  walk  leisurely  in 
the  direction  of  the  Allandales'  house.  He  wanted  time 
to  think  before  he  again  met  Jacky, 

He  was  confronted  by  a  problem  which  taxed  all  his 
wit.  It  was  perhaps  a  fortunate  thing  that  his  was  not 
a  hasty  temperament.  He  well  knew  the  usual  method 
of  dealing  with  men  who  cheated  at  cards  in  those  Western 
wilds.  Each  man  carried  his  own  law  in  his  holster. 
He  had  realised  instantly  that  Lablache  was  not  a  case 
for  the  usual  treatment.  Pistol  law  would  have  defeated 
his  own  ends.  Such  means  would  not  recover  the  terrible 
losses  of  **  Poker  "  John,  neither  would  he  recover  thereby 
his  own  lost  property.  No;  he  congratulated  himself 
upon  the  restraint  he  had  exercised  when  he  had  checked 
his  natural  impulse  to  expose  the  moneylender.  Now, 
however,  the  case  looked  more  complicated,  and  for  the 
moment  he  could  see  no  possible  means  of  solving  the 
difficulty.  Lablache  must  be  made  to  disgorge — but 
how?  John  Allandale  must  be  stopped  playing  and 
further  contributing  to  Lablache's  ill-gotten  gains. 
Again — but  how  ? 

Bill  was  roused  out  of  his  usual  indifference.  The 
moment  had  arrived  when  he  must  set  aside  the  old 
indolent  carelessness.  A  duty  had  been  suddenly  forced 
upon  him.  Lablache  had  consistently  robbed  him, 
and  also  the  uncle  of  the  girl  he  loved.  Now,  how  to 
restore  that  property  and  prevent  the  villain's  further 
depredations  ? 

58 
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His  thin,  eagle  face  was  puckered  with  perplexity. 
The  sleepy  eyes  gleamed  vengefully  from  between  his 
half-closed  eyelids  as  he  gazed  across  the  sunlit  prairie. 
For  the  moment  "  Lord  "  Bill  was  at  a  loss.  And,  oddly 
enough,  he  began  to  wonder  if,  after  all,  silence  had  been 
his  best  course. 

He  was  still  struggling  in  the  direst  perplexity  when  he 
drew  up  at  the  verandah  of  the  ranch.  Dismounting, 
he  hitched  his  picket-rope  to  the  tying-post  and  entered 
the  sitting-room  by  the  open  French  window.  Tea  was  set 
upon  the  table  and  Jacky  was  seated  before  the  stove. 

"Late,  Bill,  late!  Guess  that  'plug'  of  yours  is 
a  rapid  beast,  judging  by  the  pace  you  came  up  the  hill." 

For  the  moment  Bunning-Ford's  face  had  resumed  its 
wonted  air  of  lazy  good-nature. 

"  Glad  you  took  the  trouble  to  watch  for  me,  Jacky,  ' 
he  retorted  quickly,  with  an  attempt  at  his  usual  lightness 
of  manner.     "  I  appreciate  the  honour." 

"  Nothing  of  the  sort.  I  was  looking  for  uncle.  The 
mail  brought  a  letter  from  Calford.  Dawson,  the  cattle- 
buyer  of  the  Western  Railway  Company,  wants  to  see 
him.  The  Home  Government  are  buying  largely.  He 
is  commissioned  to  purchase  30,000  head  of  prime  beeves. 
Come  along,  tea's  ready."  ,  ^     ,  ,       ^ 

Bill  seated  himself  at  the  table  and  Jacky  poured  out 
the  tea.     She  was  dressed  for  the  saddle. 

"  Where  is  Dawson  now  ?  "  asked  Bill. 

"  Calford.     Guess  he'll  wait  right  there  for  uncle." 

Suddenly  a  look  of  relief  passed  across  the  man's  face. 

"This  is  Wednesday.  At  six  o'clock  the  mail-cart 
goes  back  to  town.  Send  some  one  down  to  the  saloon 
at  once,  and  John  will  be  able  to  go  in  to-night." 

As  Bill  spoke  his  eyes  encountered  a  direct  and  steady 
glance  from  the  giri.  There  was  much  meaning  in  that 
mute  exchange.     For  answer  Jacky  rose  and  rang  a  bell 

sharplv.  ,  ^  ^     n    -, 

"  Send  a  hand  down  to  the  settlement  to  hnd  my 

uncle.     Ask     him   to    come   up   at   once.     There   is    an 

important    letter    awaiting    him,"    she   said   to   the   old 

servant  who  answered  the  summons. 

"  Bill,  what's  up  ?  "  she  went  on,  when  the  retainer 

had  departed. 
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"  Lots.  Look  here,  Jacky,  we  mustn't  be  long  over 
tea.  We  must  both  be  out  of  the  house  when  your  uncle 
returns.  He  may  not  want  to  go  into  town  to-night. 
Anyway,  I  don't  want  to  give  him  the  chance  of  asking 
any  'questions  until  we  have  had  a  long  talk.  He's 
losing  to  Lablache  again," 

"  Ah  1  I  don't  want  anything  to  eat.  Whenever  you 
are  ready.  Bill,  I  am." 

Bunning-Ford  drank  his  tea  and  rose  from  the  table. 
The  girl  followed  his  example. 

There  was  a  resolute  set  of  the  mouth  as  Jacky  sent 
word  to  the  stables  to  have  her  horse  brought  round. 
She  asked  no  questions  of  her  companion  as  she  drew 
on  her  stout  buckskin  gauntlets.  She  understood  this 
man  well  enough  to  be  aware  that  his  suggestion  was 
based  upon  necessity.  "  Lord  "  Bill  rarely  interfered 
with  anything  or  anybody,  but  when  such  an  occasion 
arose  his  words  carried  a  deal  of  weight  with  those  who 
knew  him. 

A  few  minutes  later  and  they  were  both  riding  slowly 
down  the  avenue  of  pines  leading  from  the  house.  The 
direction  in  which  they  were  moving  was  away  from  the 
settlement,  down  towards  where  the  great  level  fiat  of 
the  muskeg  began.  At  the  end  of  the  avenue  they 
turned  directly  to  the  south-east,  leaving  the  township 
behind  them.  The  prairie  was  soft  and  springy.  There 
was  still  a  keen  touch  of  winter  in  the  fresh  spring  air. 
The  afternoon  sun  was  shining  coldly  athwart  the  direction 
of  their  route. 

Jacky  led  the  way,  and  as  they  drew  clear  of  the  bush, 
and  the  house  and  settlement  were  liidden  from  view 
behind  them,  she  urged  her  horse  into  a  good  swinging 
lope.  Thus  they  progressed  in  silence,  the  far-reaclung, 
deadly  mire  on  their  right  looking  innocent  enough  in 
the  shadow  of  the  snow-clad  peaks  beyond,  the  ranch 
well  behind  them  in  the  hollow  of  the  Foss  River  Valley, 
whilst  on  their  left  the  mighty  prairie  rolled  away 
upwards  to  the  higher  level  of  the  surrounding 
country. 

In  tliis  waj'  they  covered  nearly  a  mile,  then  the  girl 
drew  up  beside  a  small  clamp  of  weedy  bush. 

**  Are  you  ready  for  the  plunge,  Bill  ?  "  she  asked,  as 
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her  companion  drew  up  beside  her.  "The  path's  not 
more  than  four  feet  wide.  Does  your  'plug'  shy 
any?" 

"  He's  all  right.  You  lead  right  on.  Where  you  can 
travel  IVe  a  notion  I'm  not  likely  to  funk.  But  I  don't 
see  the  path." 

"  I  guess  you  don't.  Never  did  Nature  keep  her 
secret  better  than  in  the  setting  out  of  this  one  road 
across  her  woeful  man-trap.  You  can't  see  the  path, 
but  I  guess  it's  an  open  book  to  me,  and  its  pages  ain't 
Hebrew  cither.  Say,  Bill,  there's  been  many  a  good 
prairie  man  looking  for  this  path,  but  "—with  a  slight 
accent  of  exultation— "  they've  never  found  it.  Come 
on.  Old  Nigger  knows  it ;  many  a  time  has  he  trodden 
its  soft  and  shaking  surface.  Good  old  horse  I  "  And 
she  patted  the  black  neck  of  her  charger  as  she  turned 
his  head  towards  the  distant  hills  and  urged  him  forward 
with  a  **  chirrup." 

Far  across  the  muskeg  the  distant  peaks  of  the  mountam 
range  glistened  in  the  afternoon  sun  like  diamond -studded 
sugar-loaves.  So  high  were  the  clouds  that  every  portion 
of  the  mighty  summits  was  clearly  outlined.  The  great 
ramparts  of  the  prairie  are  a  magnificent  sight  on  a  clear 
day.  Flat  and  smooth  as  any  billiard-table  stretched 
this  silent,  mysterious  muskeg,  already  green  and  fair 
to  the  eye,  an  alluring  pasture  to  the  unwary.  An 
experienced  eye  might  have  judged  it  too  green— too 
alluring.  Could  a  more  perfect  trap  be  devised  by  evil 
human  ingenuity  than  this?  Think  for  one  instant  of 
a  bottomless  pit  of  liquid  soil,  absorbing  in  its  peculiar 
density.  Think  of  all  the  horrors  of  a  quicksand,  which, 
embracing,  sucks  down  into  its  cruel  bosom  the  despairing 
victim  of  its  insatiable  greed.  Think  of  a  thin,  sohd 
crust,  spread  hke  icing  upon  a  cake  and  concealing  the 
soft,  spongy  matter  beneath,  covering  every  portion  of 
the  cruel  plain— a  crust  which  yields  a  crop  of  luxurious, 
enticing  grass  of  the  most  perfect  emerald  hue ;  a  crust 
firm  in  itself  and  dry-looking,  and  yet  not  strong  enough 
to  bear  the  weight  of  a  good-sized  terrier.  And  what 
imagination  can  possibly  conceive  a  more  cruel,  more 
perfect  trap  for  man  or  beast?  Woe  to  the  creature 
which   trusts   its    weight   upon   that   treacherous   crust. 
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For  one  fleeting  instant  it  will  sway  beneath  the  tread, 
then  in  the  flash  of  a  thought  it  will  break,  and  once 
the  surface  gives  no  human  power  can  save  the  victim. 
Down,  down  into  the  depths  must  the  poor  wretch  be 
plunged,  with  scarce  time  to  offer  a  prayer  to  God  for 
the  poor  soul  which  so  swiftly  passes  to  its  doom.  Such 
is  the  muskeg. 

The  travellers  moved  silently  along.  No  word  was 
spoken ;  each  was  wrapped  in  thought.  Now  and  again 
a  stray  prairie  chicken  would  fly  up  from  their  path  with 
a  whir,  and  speed  across  the  mire,  calling  to  its  mate  as 
it  went.  The  drowsy  chirrup  of  frogs  went  on  unceasingly, 
and  already  the  ubiquitous  mosquito  was  on  the  prowl 
for  human  gore. 

Half-an-hour  passed,  and  then  the  girl  gathered  up 
her  reins  and  urged  her  willing  horse  into  a  canter. 

"  Come  on.  Bill,  the  path  is  more  solid  now,  and  wider. 
The  worst  part  is  on  the  far  side,"  she  called  back  over 
her  shoulder. 

Her  companion  followed  her  unquestioningly. 

The  sun  was  already  dipping  towards  the  distant 
peaks,  and  already  a  shadowy  haze  was  rising  upon  the 
eastern  prairie.  The  chill  of  winter  grew  keener  as  the 
sun  slowly  sank. 

Two-thirds  of  the  journey  were  covered,  and  Jacky, 
holding  up  a  warning  hand,  drew  up  her  horse.  Her 
companion  came  to  a  stand  beside  her. 

*'  The  path  divides  in  three  here,"  said  the  girl,  glancing 
keenly  down  at  the  fresh,  green  grass.  "  Two  of  the 
branches  are  blind,  and  end  abruptly  further  on.  Guess 
we  must  avoid  'em,"  she  went  on  shortly,  "  unless  we 
are  anxious  to  punctuate  our  earthly  career.  This  is 
the  one  we  must  take  " — turning  her  horse  to  the  left 
path.  "  Keep  your  eye  peeled  and  stick  to  Nigger's 
footprints." 

The  man  did  as  he  was  bid,  marvelling  the  while  at  the 
strange  knowledge  of  his  companion.  He  had  no  fear; 
he  only  wondered.  The  trim,  graceful  figure  on  the  horse 
ahead  of  him  occupied  all  his  thoughts.  He  watched  her 
as,  with  quiet  assurance,  she  guided  her  horse.  He  had 
known  Jacky  for  years.  He  had  watched  her  grow  to 
womanhood,    but    although    her    upbringing    must,    of 
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necessity,  have  taught  her  an  independence  and  courage 
given  to  few  women,  he  had  never  dreamt  of  the  strength 
of  the  sturdy  nature  she  was  now  displajdng.  Again  his 
thoughts  wxnt  to  the  tales  of  the  gossips  of  the  settle- 
ment, and  the  strange  figure  of  the  daring  cattle-thief 
loomed  up  over  his  mental  horizon.  He  rode,  and  as 
he  rode  he  wondered.  The  end  of  this  journey  would  be 
a  fitting  place  for  the  explanations  which  must  take  place 
between  them.  At  length  the  shaking  path  came  to  an 
end,  and  the  mire  was  crossed.  A  signal  from  the  girl 
brought  her  companion  to  her  side. 

"  We  have  crossed  it,"  she  said,  glancing  up  at  the  sun, 
and  indicating  the  muskeg  with  a  backward  jerk  of  her 
head.     "  Now  for  the  horse." 

"  What  about  your  promise  to  tell  me  about  Peter 
Retief  ?  " 

'*  Guess,  being  the  narrator,  you  must  let  me  take  my 
time." 

She  smiled  up  into  her  companion's  eagle  face. 

"  The  horse  is  a  mile  or  so  further  up  towards  the 
foot-hills.     Come  along."  ^ 

They  galloped  side  by  side  over  the  moist,  springy 
grass,  moist  with  the  recently  melted  snow.  "  Lord  " 
Bill  was  content  to  wait  her  pleasure.  Suddenly  the 
man  brought  his  horse  up  with  a  severe  '*  yank." 

"  What's  up  ?  "  The  girl's  beautiful  eyes  were  fixed 
upon  the  ground  with  a  peculiar  instinct.  Bill  pointed 
to  the  ground  on  the  side  furthest  from  his  companion. 

"  Look  !  " 

Jacky  gazed  at  the  spot  indicated. 

"  The  tracks  of  the  horse,"  she  said  sharply. 

She  was  on  the  ground  in  an  instant,  and  inspecting 
the  hoof -prints  eagerly,  with  that  careful  study  acquired 
by  experience. 

"  Well  ?  "  said  the  other,  as  she  turned  back  to  her 
horse. 

*'  Recent."  Then,  in  an  impressive  tone  which  her 
companion  failed  to  understand,  "  That  horse  has  been 
;hod.  The  shoes  are  off — all  except  a  tiny  bit  on  his 
^U  fore.     We  must  track  it." 

They  now  separated  and  rode,  keeping  the  hoof-prints 
ween   them.     The   marks    were   quite   fresh,    and   so 
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plain  in  the  soft  ground  that  they  were  able  to  ride  at 
a  good  pace.  The  clear-cut  indentations  led  away  from 
the  mire  up  the  gently  sloping  ground.  Suddenly  they 
struck  upon  a  path  that  was  little  more  than  a  cattle- 
track,  and  instantly  became  mingled  with  other  hoof- 
marks,  older,  and  going  both  ways.  Hitherto  the  girl 
had  ridden  with  her  eyes  closely  watching  the  tracks,  but 
now  she  suddenly  raised  her  sweet,  weather-tanned  face 
to  her  companion,  and,  with  a  light  of  the  wildest  excite- 
ment in  her  eyes,  she  pointed  along  the  path  and  set 
her  horse  at  a  gallop. 

*'  Come  on  1  I  know  I  "  she  cried.  "  Right  on  into 
the  hills." 

Bill  followed  willingly  enough,  but  he  failed  to  under- 
stand his  companion's  excitement.  After  all,  they  were 
merely  bent  upon  "  roping  "  a  stray  horse.  The  girl 
galloped  on  at  a  breakneck  speed;  the  heavy,  black 
ringlets  of  hair  were  swept  like  an  outspread  fan  from 
under  the  broad  brim  of  her  Stetson  hat,  her  buckskin 
bodice  ballooning  in  the  wind  as  rider  and  horse  charged 
along,  utterly  indifferent  to  the  nature  of  the  country 
they  were  travelling — indifferent  to  everything  except 
the  mad  pursuit  of  an  unseen  quarry.  Now  they  were 
on  the  summit  of  some  eminence  whence  they  could  see 
for  miles  the  confusion  of  hills,  like  innumerable  bee-hives 
set  close  together  upon  an  endless  plain ;  now  down,  tearing 
through  a  deep  hollow,  and  racing  towards  another  abrupt 
ascent.  With  every  hill  passed  the  country  became  less 
green  and  more  and  more  rugged.  "  Lord  "  Bill  struggled 
hard  to  keep  the  girl  in  view  as  she  raced  on — on  through 
the  labyrinth  of  seemingly  endless  hillocks.  But  at  last 
he  drew  up  on  the  summit  of  a  high,  cone-like  rise,  and 
realised  that  he  had  lost  her. 

For  a  moment  he  gazed  around  with  that  peculiar, 
all-observing  keenness  which  is  given  to  those  whose  lives 
are  spent  in  countries  where  human  habitation  is  sparse 
— where  the  work  of  man  is  lost  in  the  immensity  of 
Nature's  effort.  He  could  see  no  sign  of  the  girl.  And 
yet  he  knew  she  could  not  be  far  away.  His  instincts 
told  him  to  search  for  her  horse-tracks.  He  was  sure 
she  had  passed  that  way.  While  yet  he  was  thinldng, 
she  suddenly  reappeared  over  the  brow  of  a  further  hill. 
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She  halted  at  the  summit,  and,  seeing  him,  waved  a 
summons.  Her  gesticulations  were  excited,  and  he 
hastened  to  obey.  Down  into  the  intervening  valley 
his  horse  plunged  with  headlong  recklessness.  At  the 
bottom  there  was  a  hard,  beaten  track.  Almost  un- 
consciously he  allowed  his  beast  to  adopt  it.  It  wound 
round  and  upwards,  at  the  base  of  the  hill  on  which 
Jacky  was  waiting  for  him.  He  passed  the  bend,  then^ 
with  a  desperate,  backward  heave  of  the  body,  he 
"  yanked  "  his  horse  short  up,  throwing  the  eager  animal 
on  to  its  haunches. 

He  had  pulled  up  on  what  at  fh'st  appeared  to  be  the 
brink  of  a  precipice,  and  what  in  reality  was  a  declivity, 
down  which  only  the  slow  and  sure  foot  of  a  steer  or 
broncho  might  safely  tread.  He  sat  aghast  at  his  narrow 
escape.  Then,  turning  at  the  sound  of  a  voice  behind 
him,  he  found  that  Jacky  had  come  down  from  the  hill 
above. 

**  See,  Bill,"  she  cried,  as  she  drew  abreast  of  his  hard- 
breathing  horse,  "there  he  is  I  Down  there,  peacefully 
grazing  I  " 

Her  excitement  was  intense,  and  the  hand  with 
which  she  pointed  shook  like  an  aspen.  Her  agitation 
was  incomprehensible  to  the  man.  He  looked  down. 
Hitherto  he  had  seen  little  beyond  the  brink  at  which 
he  had  come  to  such  a  sudden  stand.  But  now,  as  he 
gazed  down,  he  beheld  a  deep,  dark-shadowed  valley, 
far-reaching  and  sombre.  From  their  present  position 
its  full  extent  was  beyond  the  range  of  vision,  but  sufficient 
was  to  be  seen  to  realise  that  here  was  one  of  those  vast 
hiding-places  only  to  be  found  in  lands  where  Nature's! 
fanciful  mood  has  induced  the  mighty  upheaval  of  the 
world's  greatest  mountain  ranges.  On  the  far  side  of 
the  deep,  sombre  vale  a  towering  crag  rose  wall-like, 
sheer  up,  overshadowing  the  soft,  green  pasture  deep 
down  at  the  bottom  of  the  yawning  gulch.  Dense 
patches  of  dark,  relentless  pinewoods  lined  its  base, 
and  over  all,  in  spite  of  the  broad  daylight,  a  peculiar 
shadow,  as  of  evening,  added  mystery  to  the  hauntin|p 
\^ew. 

It  was  some  seconds  before  the  man  was  able  to  dis- 
tinguish the  tiny  object  which  had  roused  the  girl  t^ 
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such  unaccountable  excitement.  When  he  did,  however, 
he  beheld  a  golden  chestnut  horse,  quietly  grazing  as  it 
made  its  way  leisurely  towards  the  ribbon-like  stream 
which  flowed  in  the  bosom  of  the  mysterious  valley. 
"  Lord  "  Bill's  voice  was  quite  emotionless  when  he 
spoke. 

"  Ah,  a  chestnut  1  "  he  said  quietly.  "  Well,  our  quest 
is  vain.     He  is  beyond  our  reach." 

For  a  moment  the  girl  looked  at  him  in  indignant 
surprise.  Then  her  mood  changed  and  she  nearly 
laughed  outright.  She  had  forgotten  that  this  man  as 
yet  knew  nothing  of  what  had  all  along  been  in  her 
thoughts.  As  yet  he  knew  nothing  of  the  secret  of  this 
hollow.  To  her  it  meant  a  world  of  recollection — a 
world  of  stirring  adventure  and  awiul  hazard.  When 
first  she  had  seen  that  horse  grazing  within  sight  of  her 
uncle's  house  her  interest  had  been  aroused — suspicions 
had  been  sent  teeming  through  her  brain.  Her  thoughts 
had  flown  to  the  man  whom  she  had  once  known,  and 
who  was  now  dead.  She  had  believed  his  horse  had  died 
with  him.  And  now  the  strange  apparition  had  yielded 
up  its  secret.  The  beast  had  been  traced  to  the  old, 
familiar  haunt,  and  what  had  been  only  suspicion  had 
suddenly  become  a  startling  reality, 

"  Ah,  I  forgot,"  she  replied,  '*  you  don't  understand. 
That  is  Golden  Eagle.  Can't  you  see  he  has  the  fragments 
of  his  saddle  still  tied  round  his  body  ?  To  think  of  it — 
and  after  two  years  1  " 

Her  companion  still  seemed  dense. 

'*  Golden  Eagle  ?  "  he  repeated  questioningly.  "  Golden 
Eagle  ?  "  The  name  seemed  familiar,  but  he  failed  to 
comprehend. 

"  Yes,  yes,"  the  girl  broke  out  impatiently.  "  Golden 
Eagle — Peter  Retief's  horse.  The  grandest  beast  that 
ever  stepped  the  prairie.  See,  he  is  keeping  watch  over 
his  master's  old  hiding-place — faithful — faithful  to  the 
memory  of  the  dead." 

"  And  this  is— is  the  haunt  of  Peter  Retief  ?  "  Bill 
exclaimed,  his  interest  centring  chiefly  upon  the  yawning 
valley  before  him. 

"  Yes — follow  me  closely,  and  we'll  get  right  along 
down.     Say,  Bill,  we  must  round  that  animal  up." 
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For  a  fleeting  space  the  man  looked  dubious;  then, 
with  a  quiet  look  of  resolution  in  his  sleepy  eyes,  he 
followed  in  his  companion's  wake. 

The  tortuous  course  of  that  perilous  descent  occupied 
their  full  attention,  but,  at  length,  they  reached  the  valley 
in  safety.  Far  as  the  eye  could  reach  the  great  hollow 
extended.  Deep  and  narrow;  deep  in  the  heart  of  the 
hills  which  towered  upon  either  side  to  heights,  for  the 
most  part,  inaccessible,  precipitous.  It  was  a  wondrous 
gulch,  hidden  and  unsuspected  in  the  foothills,  and  pro- 
tected by  those  amazing  wilds.  It  was  a  perfect  pasture, 
a  perfect  hiding-place,  watered  by  a  broad  running 
stream;  sheltered  from  all  cold  and  storm.  No  wonder 
that  the  celebrated  outlaw  Peter  Retief  had  chosen 
it  for  his  haunt  and  the  harbouring  of  his  ill-gotten 
stock. 

With  characteristic  method  the  two  set  about  "  roping  " 
the  magnificent  crested  horse  they  had  come  to  capture. 
They  soon  found  that  he  was  wild — ^timid  as  a  hare. 
Their  task  looked  as  though  it  would  be  of  some  difficulty. 
At  first  Golden  Eagle  raced  recklessly  from  point  to 
point.  And  so  long  as  this  lasted  his  would-be  captors 
could  do  little  but  endeavour  to  '*  head  "  him  from  one 
to  the  other,  in  the  hope  of  getting  him  within  range  of 
the  rope.  Then  he  seemed  suddenly  to  change  his  mind, 
and,  with  a  quick  double,  galloped  towards  the  side  of 
the  great  chasm,  A  cry  of  delight  escaped  the  girl  as  she 
saw  this.  The  horse  was  making  for  the  mouth  of  a  small 
cavern  which  had  been  boarded  over,  and,  judging  by 
the  door  and  window  in  the  woodwork,  had  evidently  been 
used  as  a  dwelling  or  a  stable.  It  was  the  same  instinct 
which  led  him  to  this  place  that  had  caused  the  horse 
to  remain  for  two  years  the  solitary  tenant  of  the  valley. 
The  girl  understood,  and  drew  her  companion's  attention. 
The  capture  at  once  became  easy.  Keeping  clear  of  the 
cave,  they  cautiously  herded  their  quarry  towards  it. 
Golden  Eagle  was  docile  enough  until  he  reached  the,  to 
him,  familiar  door.  Then,  when  he  found  that  his  pur- 
suers still  continued  to  press  in  upon  him,  he  took  alarm, 
and,  throwing  up  his  head,  with  a  wild,  defiant  snort  he 
made  a  bolt  for  the  open. 

Instantly  two  lariats  whirled  through  the  air  tovianls 
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the  crested  neck.  One  missed  its  mark,  but  the  other 
fell,  true  as  a  gunshot  over  the  small,  thoroughbred  head. 
It  was  Jacky's  rope  which  had  found  its  mark.  Golden 
Eagle,  after  two  years'  freedom,  knew  that  once  more  h« 
must  return  to  captivity. 


CHAPTER   VIII 

TOLD    IN    BAD    MAN*3    HOLLOW 

t 

Jacky  held  her  treasure  fast.  Bunning-Ford  was  off 
his  horse  in  a  moment.  Approaching  the  primitive 
dwelling,  he  forced  open  the  crazy  door.  It  was  a  patch- 
work affair,  and  swung  back  on  a  pair  of  hinges  which 
lamented  loudly  as  the  accumulations  of  rust  were  dis- 
turbed. The  interior  was  essentially  suggestive  of  the 
half-breed,  and  his  guess  at  its  piurpose  had  been  a  shrewd 
one.  Part  storehouse  for  forage,  part  bedroom,  and  part 
stable,  it  presented  a  squalid  appearance.  The  portion 
devoted  to  stable-room  was  far  in  the  back ;  the  curious 
apparatus  which  constituted  the  bed  was  placed  under 
the  window. 

The  man  propped  the  door  open,  and  then  went  to 
relieve  the  girl  from  the  strain  of  holding  her  captive. 
Seizing  the  lariat,  he  gripped  it  tightly,  and  proceeded 
to  pass  slowly,  hand  over  hand,  towards  the  beautiful, 
wild-eyed  chestnut.  Golden  Eagle  seemed  to  understand, 
for  presently  the  tension  of  the  rope  relaxed.  For  a 
moment  the  animal  looked  fearfully  around  and  snorted ; 
then,  as  "  Lord  "  Bill  determinedly  attempted  to  lead 
him,  he  threw  himself  backward.  His  rebellion  lasted 
but  for  an  instant,  for,  presently,  drooping  his  proud 
head  as  though  in  token  of  submission,  he  followed  his 
captor  quietly  into  the  stable  which  had  always  been  his. 
The  girl  dismounted,  and,  shortly  after,  "  Lord  "  Bill 
rejoined  her. 

"  Well  ?  "  she  asked,  her  questioning  eyes  turned  in 
the  direction    of   the  cave. 

'*  He's  snug  enough,"  Bill  replied  quietly,  glancing  at 
his  watch.  He  looked  up  at  the  chilly  sky,  then  he  seated 
himself  on  the  edge  of  a  boulder  which  reposed  beside 
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the  entrance  to  the  stable.  "  We've  just  got  two  hours 
and  a  half  before  dark,"  he  added  slowly.  *'  That  means 
an  hour  in  which  to  talk."  Then  he  quietly  prepared  to 
roll  a  cigarette.  *'  Now,  Jacky,  let's  have  your  yarn 
first ;   after  that  you  shall  hear  niine.'* 

Jacky  hesitated  only  for  a  second,  then  she  plunged 
into  her  story  with  a  directness  which  was  always  hers. 

"This  is  Bad  Man's  Hollow;  he — he  was  my  half- 
brother." 

So  the  stories  of  the  gossips  v/erc  not  true.  Bill  gave 
a  comprehensive  nod,  but  offered  no  comment.  Her 
statement  appeared  to  him  to  need  none.  It  explained 
itself ;   she  was  speaking  of  Peter  Retief . 

"  Mother  was  a  widow  when  she  married  father — 
widow  with  one  son.  Mother  was  a  half-breed.  Mother 
and  Peter  settled  at  Foss  River  at  different  times.  They 
never  hit  it  off.  No  one  knew  that  there  was  any  relation- 
ship between  them  up  at  the  camp.  Mother  lived  in  her 
own  shack.  Peter  located  himself  elsewhere.  Guess 
it's  only  five  years  since  I  learned  these  things.  Peter 
was  fifteen  years  older  than  I.  I  take  it  they  made  him 
'  bad  '  from  the  start.  Poor  Peter  I — still,  he  was  my 
half-brother." 

She  conveyed  a  world  of  explanation  in  her  last 
sentence.  There  was  a  tender,  far-away  look  in  her 
sorrowful  eyes  as  she  told  her  jerky  story.  "  Lord  " 
Bill  allowed  himself  a  sidelong  glance  in  her  direction, 
then  he  turned  his  eyes  towards  the  south  end  of  the 
valley,  and  something  very  like  a  sigh  escaped  him.  She 
had  struck  a  sympathetic  chord  in  his  heart.  He  longed 
to  comfort  her. 

"  There's  no  use  in  reckoning  up  Peter's  acts.  You 
know  'em  as  well  as  I  do.  Bill.  He  was  slick — was 
Peter,"  she  went  on,  with  an  inflection  of  satisfaction. 
She  was  returning  to  a  lighter  manner  as  she  contemplated 
the  cattle-thief's  successes.  "  Cattle,  mail-trains,  mail- 
carts — ^nothing  came  amiss  to  him.  In  his  own  line 
Peter  was  a  Jodandy."  Her  face  flushed  as  she  pro- 
ceeded. The  half-breed  blood  in  her  was  stirred  in  all  its 
passionate  strength. 

"  But  he'd  never  have  slipped  the  coyote  sheriffs 
or  the  slick  redcoats  so  long  as  he  did  without  my  help. 
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Say,  Bill  " — cleaning  forward  eagerly  and  peering  into  his 
face  with  her  beautiful  glowing  eyes — "  for  three  years 
I  just — just  lived  1  Poor  Peter  !  Guess  I'm  reckoned 
kind  of  handy  'round  a  bunch  of  steers.  There  aren't 
many  who  can  hustle  me.  You  know  that.  All  the 
boys  on  the  round-up  know  that.  And  why?  Because 
I  learnt  the  business  from  Peter — and  Peter  taught  me 
to  shoot  quick  and  straight.  Those  three  years  taught 
me  a  deal,  and  I  take  it  those  things  didn't  happen  for 
nothing,"  with  a  moody,  introspective  gaze.  "  Those 
years  taught  me  how  to  look  after  myself — ^and  my  uncle. 
Say,  Bill,  what  I'm  telling  you  may  sicken  you  some.  I 
can't  help  that.  Peter  was  my  brother,  and  blood's 
thicker  than  water.  I  wasn't  going  to  let  him  be 
hunted  down  by  a  lot  of  bloodthirsty  coyotes  who  were 
no  better  than  he.  I  wasn't  going  to  let  my  mother's 
flesh  feed  the  crows  from  the  end  of  a  lariat.  I  helped 
Peter  to  steer  clear  of  the  law — lynch  at  that — and  if  he 
fell  at  last,  a  victim  to  the  stinking  muck  of  the  muskeg, 
it  was  God's  judgment  and  not  man's — that's  good  enough 
for  me.  I'd  do  it  all  again,  I  guess,  if — if  Peter  were 
alive." 

*'  Peter  had  some  shooting  on  the  account  against 
him,"  said  Bill,  without  raising  his  eyes  from  the  con- 
templation of  his  cigarette.  The  girl  smiled.  The  smile 
hovered  for  a  moment  round  her  mouth  and  eyes,  and 
then  passed,  leaving  her  sweet,  dark  face  bathed  in  the 
shadow  of  regret.  She  understood  the  drift  of  his  remark 
but  in  no  way  resented  it. 

"  No,  Bill,  I  steered  clear  of  that.  I'd  have  shot  to 
save  Peter,  but  it  never  came  to  that.  Whatever  shoot- 
ing Peter  did  was  done  on  his — lonely.  I  jibbed  at  a 
frolic  that  meant — shooting.  Peter  never  let  me  dirty 
my  hands  to  that  extent.  Guess  I  just  helped  him  and 
kept  him  posted.  If  I'd  had  law,  they'd  have  called  me 
accessory  after  the  fact." 

"  Lord  "  Bill  pondered.  He  looked  indifferent,  but 
his  thoughts  were  flowing  fast.  This  girl's  story  had  given 
a  lillip  to  a  wild  plan  which  had  almost  unconsciously 
found  place  in  his  active  brain.  Now  he  raised  his 
eyes  to  her  face  and  was  astonished  at  the  setness  of  its 
expression.  She  reminded  him  of  those  women  in  history 
c  ^ 
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whose  deeds  had,  at  various  periods,  shaken  the  founda- 
tions of  empires.     She  was  very  beautiful. 

He  shifted  his  position. 

"  Tell  me,"  he  went  on,  gazing  over  towards  where  a 
flock  of  wild  ducks  had  suddenly  settled  upon  a  reedy 
swamp,  and  were  noisily  revelling  in  the  water,  "did 
your  uncle  know  anything  about  this  ?  " 

"  Not  a  soul  on  God's  earth  knew.  Did  you  ever 
suspect  anything  ?  " 

Bill  shook  his  head. 

"  Not  a  thing.  I  was  as  well  posted  on  the  subject  of 
Peter  as  any  one.  Sometimes  I  thought  it  curious  that 
old  John's  stock  and  my  own  were  never  interfered  with. 
But  I  had  no  suspicion  of  the  truth,  Peter's  relationship 
to  your  mother— -did  the  Breeds  in  the  settlement  know 
anything  of  it  ?  " 

"  No — I  alone  knew." 

"  Ah  !  " 

The  girl  looked  curiously  at  her  companion's  face. 
The  tone  of  his  exclamation  startled  her.  She  wondered 
towards  what  end  his  questions  were  leading.  His  face 
was  inscrutable;  she  gained  no  inspiration  from  it. 
There  was  a  short  pause.  She  wondered  anxiously  how 
her  story  had  affected  him  in  regard  to  herself.  After 
all,  she  was  only  a  woman — a  woman  of  strong  affections 
and  deep  feelings.  Her  hardihood,  her  mannish  self- 
reliance,  were  but  outer  coverings,  the  result  of  the 
surroundings  of  her  daily  life.  She  feared  lest  he  should 
turn  from  her  in  utter  loathing. 

"  Lord  "  Bill  had  no  such  thoughts,  however.  Twenty- 
four  hours  ago  her  story  might  have  startled  him.  But 
now  it  was  different.  His  was  as  wild  and  reckless  a 
nature  as  her  own.  Under  other  circumstances  "  Lord  " 
Bill  might  well  have  developed  into  a  '*  bad  man  " 
himself.  As  it  was,  his  sympathies  were  always  with 
those  whose  daring  led  them  into  ways  of  danger  and 
risk  of  personal  safety. 

"  How  far  does  this  valley  extend  ?  "  he  asked  abruptly, 
stepping  over  as  though  to  obtain  a  view  of  the  southern 
extremity  of  the  mysterious  hollow. 

"  Guess  we  reckoned  it  three  hundred  miles.  Dead 
straight  into  the  heart  of  the  mountains,  then  out  again 
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sharply  into  the  foot-hills  thirty  miles  south  of  the  border. 
It  comes  to  an  end  in  Montana." 

"  And  Peter  disposed  of  his  stock  that  way — all  by 
himself  7 "  he  asked,  returning  to  his  seat  upon  the 
boulder. 

"  All  by  himself,"  the  girl  repeated,  again  wondering 
at  the  drift  of  his  questions,  "  My  help  only  extended 
as  far  as  this  place.  Peter  used  to  fatten  his  stock  right 
here  and  then  run  them  down  into  Montana.  Down 
there  no  one  knew  where  he  came  from,  and  so  wonder- 
fully is  this  place  hidden  that  he  was  never  traced.  There 
is  only  one  approach  to  it,  and  that's  across  the  keg.  In 
winter  that  can  be  crossed  anywhere,  but  no  sane  person 
would  trust  himself  in  the  foot-hills  at  that  time  of 
year.  For  the  rest,  it  can  only  be  crossed  by  the  secret 
path.  This  valley  is  a  perfectly  hidden  natural  road  for 
illicit  traffic." 

"  Wonderful  I  "  The  man  permitted  a  smile  to  spread 
over  his  thin,  eagle  face.  *^  Peter's  supposed  to  have 
made  a  pile  of  money." 

"  Yes,  I  guess  Peter  sunk  a  pile  of  dollars.  He  hid 
his  bills  right  here  in  the  valley,"  Jacky  replied,  smiling 
back  into  the  indolent  face  before  her.  Then  her  face 
became  serious  again.  "The  secret  of  its  hiding-place 
died  with  him — it's  buried  deep  down  in  the  reeking  keg." 
"  And  you're  sure  he  died  in  the  *  reeking  keg  *  i  " 
There  was'a  sharp  intonation  in  the  question.  The  matter 
seemed  to  be  of  importance  in  the  story. 

Jacky  half  started  at  the  eagerness  with  which  the 
question  was  put.  She  paused  for  an  instant  before 
replying. 

"  I  believe  he  died  there,"  she  said  at  length,  like  one 
weighing  her  words  well,  "  but  it  was  never  clearly 
proved.  Most  people  think  that  he  simply  cleared  out 
of  the  country,  I  picked  up  his  hat  close  beside  the  path, 
and  the  crust  of  the  keg  had  been  broken.  Yes,  I  believe 
he  died  in  the  muskeg.  Had  he  lived  I  should  have 
known." 

"  But   how  comes  it  that  Golden   Eagle  is  still   alive  ? 
Surely  Peter  would  never  have  crossed  the  keg  on  foot." 
The  girl  looked   perplexed   for  a   moment.     But   her 
conviction  was  plainly  evident. 
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"  No — he  wouldn't  have  walked.     Peter  drank  some." 

"  I  see." 

"  Once  I  saved  him  from  taking  the  wrong  track  at 
the  point  where  the  path  forks.  He'd  been  drinking 
then.  Yes,"  with  a  quiet  assurance,  "  I  think  he  died 
in  the  keg." 

Bill  suddenly  rose  from  his  seat.  The  indolence  had 
gone  from  his  eyes.  He  looked  down  at  the  recumbent 
figure  upon  the  ground.  There  was  something  in  his 
gaze  which  made  the  girl  lower  her  eyes  and  look  far  out 
down  the  valley. 

"  This  brother  of  yours — he  was  tall  and  thin  ?  " 

The  girl  nodded. 

"  Am  I  right  in  my  recollection  of  him  when  I  say  that 
he  was  possessed  of  a  dark,  dark  face,  lantern  jaws,  thin — 
and  high,  prominent  cheek-bones  ?  " 

"  That's  so." 

She  faced  him  inquiringly  as  she  answered  his  eager 
questions. 

"  Now  listen  to  me,"  he  went  on  presently.  "  I  lost 
all  that  was  left  to  me  from  the  wreck  of  my  little  ranch 
this  afternoon — no,  not  to  Lablache  " — as  the  girl  was 
about  to  pronounce  the  hated  name — "  but  " — with  a 
wintry  smile — **  to  another  friend  of  yours,  Pedro  Mancha. 
I  also  discovered  this  afternoon  the  source  of  Lablache's 
phenomenal  luck.     He  has  systematically  robbed  both 

your  uncle  and  myself "     He  broke  off  with  a  bitter 

laugh. 

"  My  God  !  " 

The  girl  sprang  to  her  feet  in  her  agitation,  and  a 
rage  indescribable  flamed  into  her  face.  The  fury  there 
expressed  appalled  him,  and  he  stood  for  a  moment 
waiting  for  it  to  abate.  What  terrible  depths  had  he 
delved  into?  For  an  instant  it  seemed  that  she  must 
choke.  Then  she  hurled  her  feelings  into  one  brief, 
hissing  sentence. 

"  Lablache— I  hate  him  I  " 

And  the  man  realised  that  he  must  continue  his 
story. 

"  Yes,  we  lost  our  money  not  fairly,  but  by — cheating. 
I  am  ruined,  and  your  uncle "     Bill  shrugged. 

"  My  uncle— God  help  him  I  " 
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*'  I  do  not  know  the  full  extent  of  his  losses,  Jacky, 
except  that  they  have  probably  trebled  mine." 

"  But  I  know  to  what  extent  the  hound  has  robbed 
him,"  Jacky  answered,  in  a  tone  of  such  bitter  hatred  as 
to  cause  her  companion  to  glance  uneasily  at  the  passionate 
young  face  before  him.  "  I  know,  only  too  well.  And 
right  thoroughly  has  Lablache  done  his  work.  Say,  Bill, 
do  you  know  that  that  skunk  holds  mortgages  on  our 
ranch  for  two  hundred  thousand  dollars?  And  every 
bill  of  it  is  for  poker.  For  twenty  years,  right  through 
he  has  steadily  sucked  the  old  man's  blood.  Slick? 
Say  a  six-year-old  steer  don't  know  more  about  a  brand- 
ing-iron than  does  Verner  Lablache  about  his  business. 
For  every  dollar  uncle's  lost  he's  made  him  sign  a  mort- 
gage Every  bit  of  paper  has  the  old  man  had  to  redeem 
in  that  way.  What  he's  done  lately— I  mean  uncle— I 
can't  say.     But  Lablache  held  those  mortgages  nearly 

^  "  Whew  I  "     "  Lord  "  Bill  whistled  under  his  breath, 
"  Gee-whittaker  I     It's  worse  than  I  thought.     '  Poker  ' 
John's  losses  during  the  last  winter,  to  my  knowledge, 
must  have  amounted  to  nearly  six  figures— the  devil  I 
"  Ruin,  ruin,  ruin  I "  ,     .    ,.       x 

The  girl  for  a  moment  allowed  womanly  feeling  to 
overcome  her,  for,  as  her  companion  added  his  last  item 
to  the  vast  sum  which  she  had  quoted,  she  saw,  m  all  its 
horrible  nakedness,  the  truth  of  her  uncle's  position. 
Then  she  suddenly  forced  back  the  tears  which  had 
struggled  into  her  eyes,  and,  with  indomitable  courage, 
faced  the  catastrophe.  .      ,  .  „ 

"  But  can't  we  fight  him  ?  Can't  we  give  him— — 
"Law?  I'm  afraid  not,"  Bill  interrupted.  Once 
a  mortgage  is  signed  the  debt  is  no  longer  a  gambling 
debt.  Law  is  of  no  use  to  us,  especially  here  on  the 
prairie.  There  is  only  one  law  which  can  save  us. 
Lablache  must  disgorge."  ^  „  ,  ^  *.  i  1^4.  u\rr^ 
"  Yes— yes  1     For  every  dollar  he  has  stolen  let  him 

^^Thrpassionate  fire  in  her  eyes  burned  more  steadily 
now.  It  was  the  fire  which  is  unquenchable,  the  tire 
of  a  lasting  hate,  vengeful,  terrible.  Then  her  tona 
dropped  to  a  contemplative  soliloquy. 
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"  But  how  ?  "  she  murmured,  looking  away  towards 
the  stream  in  the  heart  of  the  valley,  as  though  in  search 
of  inspiration. 

Bunning-Ford  smiled  as  he  heard  the  half-whispered 
question.     But  his  smile  was  not  pleasant  to  look  upon. 

"  How  ?  "  he  said,  repeating  the  question  as  though  it 
had  been  addressed  to  himself.  "  He  shall  pay,  pay  I 
Everlastingly  pay  I  So  long  as  I  have  life — and  liberty, 
he  shall  pay  !  " 

Then,  as  if  anticipating  a  request  for  explanation,  he 
told  her  the  means  by  which  Lablache  had  consistently 
cheated.  The  girl  listened,  speechless  with  amazement. 
She  hung  upon  his  every  word.  At  the  conclusion  of  his 
story  she  put  an  abrupt  question 

"  And  you  gave  no  sign  ?  He  doesn't  suspect  that 
you  know  ?  " 

"  He  suspects  nothing." 

"  Good  !  You  are  real  smart,  Bill.  Yes,  shooting's 
no  good.  This  is  no  case  for  shooting.  Wliat  do  you 
propose  ?     I  see  you  mean  business." 

The  man  was  still  smiling,  but  his  smile  had  suddenly 
changed  to  one  of  kindly  humour. 

"  First  of  all,  Jacky,"  he  said,  taking  a  step  towards 
her — "  I  can  do  nothing  without  your  help.  I  propose 
that  you  share  this  task  with  me.  No,  no ;  I  don't  mean 
in  that  way  " — as  she  commenced  to  assure  him  of  her 
assistance.  **  What  I  mean  is  that — ^that  I  love  you, 
dear.  I  want  you  to  give  me  the  right  to  protect — ^your 
uncle." 

He  finished  up  with  his  hand  stretched  out  towards 
her.  Golden  Eagle  stirred  in  his  stable,  and  the  two 
heard  him  whinny  as  if  in  approval.  Then,  as  the  girl 
made  no  answer.  Bill  went  on  :  "  Jacky,  I  am  a  ruined 
man  I  I  have  nothing,  but  I  love  you  better  than  life 
itself  I  We  now  have  a  common  purpose  in  life.  Let  us 
work  together." 

His  voice  sank  to  a  tender  whisper.  He  loved  this 
motherless  girl,  who  was  fighting  the  battle  of  life  single- 
handed  against  overwhelming  odds,  with  ail  the  strength 
of  his  nature.  He  had  loved  her  ever  since  she  had 
reached  woman's  estate.  In  asking  for  a  return  of  his 
affections  now,  he  fully  realised  the  cruelty  of  his  course. 
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He  knew  that  the  future— his  future— was  to  be  given 
un  to  the  pursuit  of  a  terrible  revenge.  Ami  he  knew 
that  in  linking  herself  with  him  she  would  perforce  be 
draeeed  into  whatever  wrongdoing  his  contemplated 
revenge  might  lead  him.  And  yet  he  dared  not  pause 
It  all  seemed  so  plain,  so  natural  that  they  should 
ioumev  through  the  crooked  paths  of  the  future  together. 
Was  she  not  equally  determined  upon  a  terrible  revenge  7 
He  waited  in  patience  for  his  answer.  Suddenly  she 
looked  up  into  his  face  and  gently  placed  her  hands  m  his. 
Her  answer  came  with  simple  directness. 

"Do  you  really,  Bill?  I  am  glad— yes,  glad  right 
through  1  I  love  you,  too  1  Say,  you're  sure  you  don  t 
think  badly  of  me  because— because  I'm  Peter  s  sister  I 

There  was  a  smiling,  half-tearful  look  in  her  eyes,  those 
expressive  eyes  which  but  a  moment  before  had  burnt 
with  a  vengeful  fire  as  she  had  asked  the  question.  Alter 
all.  her  nature  was  wondrously  simple.  ,  , .    • 

"Why  should  I,  dear ?  "  he  replied,  bending  and  kissing 
the  gauntleted  hands  which  rested  so  loying|y/n  5{f: 
"  Mv  Ufc  has  scarcely  been  a  Garden  of  Eden  before  the 
Fall.  And  I  don't  suppose  my  future,  even  should  1 
escape  the  laws  of  man,  is  likely  to  be  most  creditable 
Your  past  is  your  own ;  I  have  no  right  nor  wish  to 
criticise.  Henceforth  we  are  united  in  a  common  cause. 
Our  hand  is  turned  against  one  whose  power  m  this  part 
of  the  country  is  almost  absolute.  When  we  have  wrested 
his  property  from  him,  to  the  utmost  farthing,  we  will 

*^'^' Ind^on  the  day  that  sees  Lablache's  downfall.  Bill, 
i  will  become  your  wife." 

There  was  a  pause.  Then  Bill  drew  her  towards  him, 
and  they  sealed  the  compact  with  one  long  embrace. 
They  were  roused  to  the  matters  of  the  moment  by 
another  whinny  from  Golden  Eagle,  who  was  chafing  at 
his  forced  imprisonment. 

The  two  stood  back  from  one  another,  hand  m  hand, 
and  smiled  as  they  listened  to  the  tunetnl  plamt  Then 
the  man  unfolded  a  wonderful  plan  to  this  girl  whom  he 
loved.  Her  willing  ears  drank  in  the  details  hkc  one 
whS  heart  is  set  w'ith  a  great  purpose  They  a1.o  talked 
of  their  love  in   their  own   practical   way.     there   was 
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little  display  of  sentiment.  They  understood  without 
that.  Their  future  was  not  alluring,  unless  something 
of  the  man's  strange  plan  appealed  to  the  wild  nature  of 
the  prairie,  which,  by  association,  had  somehow  become 
affiliated  with  theirs. 

In  that  quiet,  evening-lit  valley  these  two  people 
arranged  to  set  aside  the  laws  of  man  and  deal  out  justice 
as  they  understood  it.  An  eye  for  an  eye — a  tooth  for 
a  tooth;  fortune  favouring,  a  cent,  per  cent,  interest  in 
each  case.  The  laws  of  the  prairie,  in  those  days  always 
uncertain,  were  more  often  governed  by  human  passions 
than  the  calm  equity  of  unbiassed  jurymen.  And  who 
shall  say  that  their  idea  of  justice  was  wrong?  Two 
*'  wrongs,"  it  has  been  said,  do  not  make  one  "  right." 
But  surely  it  is  not  a  human  policy  when  smote  upon  one 
cheek  to  turn  the  other  for  a  similar  chastisement. 

"  Then  we  leave  Golden  Eagle  where  he  is,"  said  Jacky, 
as  she  remounted  her  horse  and  they  prepared  to  return 
home. 

"  Yes.  I  will  see  to  him,"  Bill  replied,  urging  his 
horse  into  a  canter  towards  the  winding  ascent  which 
was  to  take  them  home. 


CHAPTER   IX 

LABLACHE'S    "  COUP  " 

Lablache  was  seated  in  a  comfortable  basket  chair  in 
his  little  back  office. 

His  shppered  feet  were  posted  on  the  lower  part  of  the 
stove,  and  he  gazed  down,  deep  in  thought,  at  the  lurid 
glow  of  the  fire  shining  through  the  mica  sides  of  the 
firebox. 

At  last  his  bulk  heaved  and  he  removed  his  feet  from 
the  stove.  Then  he  slowly  raised  himself  from  the  depths 
of  the  yielding  chair.  His  slippered  feet  shuffled  over 
the  floor  as  he  moved  towards  the  window.  The  blind 
was  down,  but  he  drew  it  aside  and  wiped  the  steam  from 
the  glass  pane  with  his  soft,  fat  hand. 

Again  he  returned  to  his  chair  and  lowered  himself 
into  it.  The  minutes  slipped  by.  Lablache  did  not  want 
to  smoke ;  he  felt  that  he  must  do  something  to  soothe 
his  impatience,  so  he  chewed  at  the  quicks  of  his  finger- 
nails. 

Presently  there  came  a  tap  at  the  window.  The  money- 
lender ponderously  rose,  and,  cautiously  opening  the 
door,  admitted  the  dark,  unkempt  form  of  Pedro  Mancha. 
There  was  no  greeting ;  neither  spoke  until  Lablache  had 
again  secured  the  door.  Then  the  moneylender  turned 
his  fishy  eyes  and  mask-like  face  to  the  newcomer.  He 
did  not  suggest  that  his  visitor  should  sit  down.  He 
merely  looked  with  his  cold,  cruel  eyes,  and  spoke. 

"  Well  ?     Been  drinking." 

The  latter  part  of  his  remark  was  an  assertion.  He 
knew  the  Mexican  well.  The  fellow  had  an  expressive 
countenance,  unlike  most  of  his  race,  and  the  least  sign 
of  drink  was  painfully  apparent  upon  it.  The  man  was 
not  drunk,  but  his  wild  eyes  testified  to  his  recent 
libations, 

73 


74  THE   DEVIL'S   KEG 

"  Guess  you've  hit  it  right  thar  !  "  he  retorted  in- 
diiierently. 

It  was  noticeable  that  this  man  had  adopted  the  high- 
pitched,  nasal  tone  and  exaggerated  accent  of  the  typical 

down- West "  Yankee.  In  truth,  he  was  a  border 
Mexican — a  type  of  man  closely  allied  to  the  "  greaser." 
He  was  a  perfect  scoundrel,  who  had  doubtless  departed 
from  his  native  land  for  the  benefit  of  that  fair  but 
swarming  hornet's  nest. 

"  It's  a  pity  when  you  have  business  on  hand  you  can't 
leave  that  '  rot-gut  *  alone." 

Lablache  made  no  effort  to  conceal  his  contempt. 
He  even  allowed  his  mask-like  face  to  emphasise  his 
words. 

"  You're  almighty  pertickler,  mister.  You  ask  for 
dirty  work  to  be  done,  an'  when  that  dirty  work's  done, 
gorl-darn-it,  you  croak  like  a  flannel-mouthed  temperance 
lecturer.  Guess  I  came  hyar  to  talk  straight  biz.  Jest 
leave  the  temperance  track  an'  hit  the  main  trail." 

Pedro's  face  was  not  pretty  to  look  upon.  The  ring 
of  white  round  the  pupils  of  his  eyes  gave  an  impression 
of  insanity  or  animal  ferocity.  The  latter  was  his  chief 
characteristic.  His  face  was  thin  and  scored  with  scars, 
mainly  long  and  narrow.  These,  in  a  measure,  testified 
to  his  past.  His  mouth,  half  hidden  beneath  a  straggling 
moustache,  was  his  worst  feature. 

The  two  men  eyed  one  another  steadily  for  a  moment. 
Lablache  could  in  no  way  terrorise  this  desperado. 

"  You  are  right,  I  am  particular.  When  I  pay  for 
work  to  be  done  I  don't  want  gassing  over  a  bar.  I  know 
what  you  are  when  the  whisky  is  in  you." 

Lablache  stood  with  his  gi'cat  back  to  the  fire,  watching 
his  man  from  beneath  his  heavy  lids.  Bad  as  he  was 
himself,  the  presence  of  this  man  filled  him  with  loathing. 
The  Mexican  laughed  harshly. 

"  Guess  all  you  know  of  me,  mister,  wouldn't  make  a 
pile  o'  literature.     But,  say,  what's  the  game  to-night  ?  " 

Lablache  was  gnawing  his  fingers. 

**  How  much  did  you  take  from  the  Honourable  ?  "  he 
asked  shar])iy. 

'*  You  told  me  to  lift  his  boodle.  Time  was  short— he 
wouldn't  play  for  long." 


LABLACHE'S   'COUP*  75 

"  I'm  aware  of  that.     How  much  ?  " 
Lablache's  tone  was  abrupt  and  peremptory.     Mancha 
was  trying  to  estimate  what  he  should  be  paid  for  his 

"  See  hyar,  I  guess  we  ain't  struck  no  deal  yet.  What 
do  you  propose  to  pay  me  ?  '' 

The  Mexican  was  sharp,  but  he  was  no  match  for  his 
employer.    He  fancied  he  saw  a  good  deal  over  this 

night's  work.  „      .  i  ^i  i     j 

''  You  played  on  paper,  I  know,"  said  the  moneylender 
quietly.  He  was  quite  unmoved  by  the  other's  display 
of  cunning.  It  pleased  him  rather  than  otherwise.  He 
knew  he  held  all  the  cards  in  his  hands— he  generally  did 
in  dealing  with  men  of  this  stamp.  "  To  you,  the 
amounts  he  lost  are  not  worth  the  paper  they  are  written 
on.     You  could  never  realise  them.     He  couldn't  meet 

'em  " 

Lablache  leisurely  took  a  pinch  of  snuff  from  his  snuff- 
box. He  coughed  and  sneezed  voluminously.  His 
indifferent  coolness,  his  air  of  patronage,  aggravated  the 
Mexican  while  it  alarmed  him.  The  deal  he  anticipated 
began  to  assume  lesser  proportions. 

^*  Which  means,  I  take  it,  you've  a  notion  you  d  like 
the  feel  of  those  same  papers." 

Mancha  had  come  to  drive  a  bargain.  He  was  aware 
that  the  I  O  U's  he  held  would  take  some  time  to  realise 
on,  in  the  proper  quarter,  but,  at  the  same  time,  he 
was  quite  aware  of  the  fact  that  Bunnmg-Ford  would 
ultimately  meet  them. 

Lablache  shrugged  his  shoulders  with  apparent  m- 
difference ;  he  meant  to  have  them. 

"  What  do  you  want  for  the  debts  ?  I  am  prepared  to 
buy— at  a  reasonable  figure."  .        , ,  ^, 

The  Mexican  propped  himself  comfortably  upon  the 
comer  of  the  desk.  ,  . 

"  Say,  guess  we're  talkin'  biz  now.  His  lordship  i^ 
due  to  ante  up  the  trifle  of  seven  thousand  dollars——" 
The  fellow  was  rummaging  in  an  inside  pocket  for  the 
slips  of  paper.  His  eyes  never  left  his  companion's 
face.  The  amount  startled  Lablache,  bat  he  did  not 
move  a  muscle. 

You  did  your  work  well,  Pedro,"  he  said,  allowing 
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himself,  for  the  first  time  in  this  conversation,  to  recognise 
that  the  Mexican  had  a  name.  He  warmed  towards  a 
man  who  was  capable  of  doing  another  down  for  such 
a  sum  in  such  a  short  space  of  time.  "  I'll  treat  you  well. 
Two  thousand  spot  cash,  and  you  hand  over  the  I  O  U*s. 
What  say  ?     Is  it  a  go  ?  " 

"  Be  damned  to  you  I  Two  thousand  for  a  certain 
seven  ?  Not  me.  Say,  what  d'ye  do  with  the  skin  when 
you  eat  a  bananny?  Sole  your  boots  with  it?  Gee- 
whiz  1     You  do  fling  your  bills  around.'* 

The   Mexican   laughed   derisively  as   he   jammed   the 

Eapers  back  into  his  pocket.  But  he  knew  that  he  would 
ave  to  sell  at  the  other's  price. 

Lablache  moved  heavily  towards  his  desk.  Selecting 
a  book,  he  opened  it  at  a  certain  page. 

"  You  can  keep  them  if  you  like.  But  you  may  as  well 
understand  your  position.  What's  Bunning-Ford  worth  ? 
What's  his  ranch  worth  ?  " 

The  other  suggested  a  figure  much  below  the  real 
value. 

"  It's  worth  more  than  that.  Fifty  thousand  if  it's 
worth  a  cent,"  Lablache  said  expansively.  "  I  don't 
want  to  do  you,  my  friend,  but,  as  you  said,  we're  talking 
business  now.  Here  is  his  account  with  me,  you  see  " — 
pointing  to  the  entries.  "  I  hold  thirty-five  thousand 
on  first  mortgage  and  twenty  thousand  on  bill  of  sale. 
In  all  fifty-five  thousand,  and  his  interest  twelve  months 
in  arrears.  Now,  you  refuse  to  part  with  those  papers 
at  my  price,  and  I'll  sell  him  up.  You  will  then  get  not 
one  cent,  of  your  money." 

The  moneylender  permitted  himself  a  grim,  cold  smile. 

Mancha  shifted  his  position  uneasily.  But  there  was 
a  cunning  look  on  his  face  as  he  retorted  swiftly  : 

"  You're  a'mighty  hasty  to  lay  your  hands  on  his 
reckoning.  How's  it  that  you're  ready  to  part  two  thou' 
for  'em  ?  " 

There  was  a  moment's  silence  as  the  two  men  eyed 
each  other.  It  seemed  as  if  each  were  endeavouring 
to  fathom  the  other's  thoughts.  Then  the  moneylender 
spoke,  and  his  voice  conveyed  a  concentration  of  hate 
that  bit  upon  the  air  vnth  an  incisiveness  which  startled 
his  companion. 


RjB^  Because 
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intend  to  crush  him  as  I  would  a  rattle- 

l^snake.   Because  I  wish  to  ruin  him  so  that  he  will  be  left 

jiin  my  debt.     So  that  I  can  hound  him  from  this  place 

|by  holding  that  debt  over  his  head.     It  is  worth  two 

■  thousand  to  me  to  possess  that  power.     Now,  will  vou 

part?"  ^ 

j      This  explanation  appealed  to  the  worst  side  of  the 

Mexican's  nature.     This  hatred  was  after  his  own  heart. 

iLablache  was  aware  that  such  would  be  the  case.     That 

;is  why  he  made  it.     He  was  accustomed  to  play  upon  the 

{feelings  of  people  with  whom  he  dealt — as  well  as  their 

I  pockets.      Pedro    Mancha    grinned     complacently.     He 

i^thought  he  understood  his  employer. 

'     "Hand  over  the  bills.     Guess  I'll  part.     The  price  is 

slim,  but  it's  not  a  bad  deal." 

Lablache  oozed  over  to  the  safe.     He  opened  it,  keeping 
lone  heavy  eye  upon  his  companion.      He  took  no  chances 
— he  trusted  no  one,  especially  Pedro  Mancha.     Presently 
he  returned  with  a  roll  of  notes.     It  contained  the  exact 
!  amount.     The    Mexican    watched    him    hungrily   as    he 
I  counted  out  the  green-backed  bills.     His  lips  moistened 
beneath  his  moustache — his  eyes  looked  wilder  than  ever. 
Lablache  understood  his  customer  thoroughly.     A  loaded 
revolver  was  in  his  own  coat  pocket.     It  is  probable  that 
,  the  brown-faced  desperado  knew  this. 
I     At  last  the  moneylender  held  out  the  money.     He  held 
out  both  hands,  one  to  give  and  the  other  to  receive, 
r  Pedro  passed  him  the  I  O  U's  and  took  the  bills.     One 
swift  glance  assured  Lablache  that  the  coveted  papers 
were  all  there.     Then  he  pointed  to  the  door. 
"  Our  transaction  is  over.     Go  I  " 
He  had  had  enough  of  his  companion.     He  had  no 
hesitation  in  thus  peremptorily  dismissing  him. 

"  You're  in  a  pesky  hurry  to  get  rid  of  me.  See  hyar, 
pard,  you'd  best  be  civil.  Your  deahn's  ain't  a  sight 
cleaner  than  mine." 

"  I'm  waiting."  Lablache's  tone  was  coldly  command- 
ing. His  lashless  eyes  gazed  steadily  into  the  other's 
face.  Something  the  Mexican  saw  in  them  impelled  him 
towards  the  door.  He  moved  backwards,  keeping  his 
face  turned  towards  the  moneylender.  At  this  moment 
Lablache  was  at  his  best.     His  was  a  dominating  person- 
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ality.  There  was  no  cowardice  in  his  nature — at  least, 
no  physical  cowardice.  Doubtless,  had  it  come  to  a 
struggle  where  agility  was  required,  he  would  have  fallen 
an  easy  prey  to  his  lithe  companion;  but  with  him» 
somehow,  it  never  did  come  to  a  struggle.  He  had  a  way 
with  him  that  chilled  any  such  thought  that  a  would-be 
assailant  might  have.  Will  and  unflinching  courage  are 
splendid  assets.  And,  amongst  others,  this  man  possessed 
both. 

Mancha  slunk  back  to  the  door,  and,  fumbling  at  the 
lock,  opened  it  and  passed  out.  Lablache  instantly 
whipped  out  a  revolver,  and,  stepping  heavily  on  one 
side,  advanced  to  the  door,  paused  and  listened.  He 
was  well  under  cover.  The  door  was  open.  He  was 
behind  it.  He  knew  better  than  to  expose  himself  in 
the  light  for  Mancha  to  make  a  target  of  him  from  with- 
out. Then  he  kicked  the  door  to.  Making  a  complete 
circuit  of  the  walls  of  the  office,  he  came  to  the  opposite 
side  of  the  door,  where  he  swiftly  locked  and  bolted 
it.  Then  he  drew  an  iron  shutter  across  the  light  panelling 
and  secured  it. 

"  Good  I  "  he  muttered,  as,  sucking  in  a  heavy  breath, 
he  returned  to  the  stove  and  turned  his  back  to  it.  "  It's 
as  well  to  understand  Mexican  nature." 

Then  he  lounged  into  his  basket  chair  and  rubbed  his 
fleshy  hands  reflectively.  There  was  a  triumphant  look 
upon  his  repulsive  features.  1 

"  Quite  right,  friend  Pedro,  it's  not  a  bad  deal,"  he  \ 
said  to  himself,  blinking  at  the  red  light  of  the  fire, 
"  Not  half  bad.  Seven  thousand  dollars  for  two  thousand 
dollars,  and  every  cent  of  it  realisable."  He  shook  with 
inward  mirth.  "  The  Hon.  William  Bunning-Ford  will 
now  have  to  disgorge  every  stick  of  his  estate.  Good, 
good  !  " 

Then  he  relapsed  into  deep  thought.  Presently  he 
roused  himself  from  his  reverie  and  prepared  for  bed. 

"  But  I'll  give  him  a  chance.  Yes,  I'll  give  him  a 
chance,"  he  muttered  as,  after  undergoing  the  simple 
operation  of  removing  his  coat,  he  stretched  himself 
upon  his -bed  and  drew  the  blankets  about  him.  "If 
he'll  consent  to  renounce  any  claim,  fancied  or  otherwise, 
he  may  have  to  Joaquina  Aliandale's  regard  I'll  refrain 
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from  selling  him  up.      Yes,  Verner  Lablache  will   forgo 
his  money — for  a  time." 

The  great  bed  shook  as  the  monumental  moneylender 
suppressed  a  chuckle.  Then  he  turned  over,  and  his 
stertorous  inhalations  soon  suggested  that  the  great  man 
slept. 


CHAPTER  X 

"  AUNT  "    MARGARET    REFLECTS 

It  was  almost  dark  when  Jacky  returned  to  the  ranch. 
She  had  left  "  Lord  "  Bill  at  the  brink  of  the  great  keg, 
whence  he  had  returned  to  his  own  place.  Her  first 
thought  on  entering  the  house  was  for  the  letter  which  she 
had  left  for  her  uncle.  It  was  gone.  She  glanced  round 
the  room  uncertainly.  Then  she  stood  gazing  into  the 
stove,  while  she  idly  drummed  with  her  gauntleted 
fingers  upon  the  back  of  a  chair.  She  had  as  yet  removed 
neither  her  hat  nor  her  gauntlets. 

Her  strong,  dark  face  was  unusually  varying  in  its 
expression.  Possibly  her  thoughts  were  thus  indexed. 
Now,  as  she  stood  watching  the  play  of  the  fire,  her  great 
deep  eyes  would  darken  with  a  grave,  almost  anxious 
expression;  again  they  would  smile  with  a  world  of 
untold  happiness  in  their  depths.  Again  they  would 
change,  in  a  flash,  to  a  hard,  cold  gleam  of  hatred  and 
unyielding  purpose;  then  slowly  a  tender  expression, 
such  as  that  of  a  mother  for  her  new-born  babe,  would 
creep  into  them  and  shine  down  into  the  depths  of  the 
fire  with  a  world  of  sweet  sympathy. 

Presently  she  roused  herself,  and,  walking  to  where 
a  table-bell  stood,  rang  sharply  upon  it.  Her  summons 
was  almost  immediately  answered  by  the  entry  of  a 
servant, 

Jacky  turned  as  the  door  opened. 

"  Has  Uncle  John  been  in,  Mamie  ?  " 

"  No,  miss,"  the  servant  replied. 

"  Was  any  message  delivered  to  him  ?  " 

Unconcernedly  as  she  spoke  she  waited  with  some 
anxiety  for  the  answer. 

"  Oh,   yes,    miss !      Silas   delivered    it   himself.      The 
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master  was  in  company  with  Mr.  Lablache  and  the  doctor, 
miss,"  added  the  girl  discreetly. 

"  And  what  did  he  say  ?  " 

"  He  sent  Silas  for  the  letter,  miss." 

"  He  didn't  say  what  time  he  would  return,  I  suppose  ?  " 

"  No,  miss "     She  hesitated,  and  fumbled  at  the 

door-handle. 

"  Well  ?  " — as  the  girl  showed  by  her  attitude  that 
there  was  something  she  had  left  unsaid. 

Jacky's  question  rang  acutely  in  the  quiet  room. 

"  Silas,"  began  the  girl,  with  a  deprecating  air  of 
unbelief — "  you  know  what  strange  notions  he  takes — he 
said " 

The  girl  stopped  in  confusion  under  the  steady  gaze  of 
her  mistress. 

"  Speak  up,  girl  1 "  exclaimed  Jacky  impatiently. 
"  What  is  it  ?  " 

"  Oh,  nothing,  miss  I  V  the  girl  blurted  out  desperately. 
"  Only  Silas  said  as  the  master  didn't  seem  well  like." 

"  Ah  I  That  will  do."  Then,  as  the  girl  still  stood 
at  the  door  :    "  You  can  go." 

When  the  door  had  closed  behind  the  half-breed, 
Jacky  turned  again  towards  the  stove.  Her  heart  was 
racked  with  an  anxiety  which  was  not  altogether  new  to 
it.  The  sweet  face  was  pale,  and  her  eyelids  flickered 
ominously.  The  servant's  veiled  meaning  was  quite 
plain  to  her.  She  loved  her  uncle  with  an  affection  that 
was  almost  maternal.  She  loved  the  grey-headed  old 
man,  whose  affection  had  made  her  life  one  long,  long 
day  of  happiness,  with  a  tenderness  which  no  faults  of 
his  could  alienate.  He — and  now  another — was  her 
world.  And  now — now  the  weak  old  man  was  slowly 
but  surely  taking  to  drowning  his  consciousness  of  the 
appalling  calamity  which  he  saw  looming  heavily  over  his 
house  in  drink.  Two  great  tears  welled  up  into  her 
beautiful,  sombre  eyes  and  slowly  rolled  down  her  cheeks. 

Her  weakness  was  only  momentary,  however.  She 
dashed  her  gloved  hands  across  her  eyes  and  wiped  the 
tears  away.  She  felt  that  she  must  be  doing — not  weep- 
ing. Had  not  she  sealed  a  solemn  compact  with  her 
lover  ? 
^She  glanced  round  the  room.     It  was  as  if  the  old  hfe 
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had  gone  from  her,  and  she  felt  like  one  taking  a  long 
farewell  of  a  life  which  had  been  nothing  but  delight. 
The  expression  of  her  face  told  of  the  pain  of  the  parting. 
With  a  heavy  sigh,  she  passed  out  of  the  room— out  into 
the  chill  night  air,"^  where  even  the  welcome  sounds  of 
the  croaking  frogs  and  the  lowing  cattle  were  not,  where 
nothing  was  to  cheer  her  for  the  work  which  in  the  future 
must  be  hers.  Something  of  that  solemn  night  entered 
her  soul.     The  gloom  of  disaster  was  upon  her. 

It  was  only  a  short  distance  to  Dr  Abbot's  house. 
The  darkness  of  the  night  was  no  hindrance  to  the  girl. 
Hither  she  made  her  way  with  the  light,  springing  step 
of  one  whose  mind  is  made  up  to  a  definite  purpose. 

She  found  Mrs.  Abbot  in.  The  little  sitting-room  in 
the  doctor's  house  was  delightfully  homelike  and  comfort- 
able. There  was  nothing  pretentious  about  it — just 
solid  comfort.  And  the  great  radiating  stove  in  the  centre 
of  it  smelt  invitingly  warm  to  the  girl  as  she  came  in  out 
of  the  raw  night  air.  Mrs.  Abbot  was  alternating  between 
a  basket  of  sewing  and  a  well-worn,  cheap-edition  novel. 
The  old  lady  was  waiting  with  patience,  the  outcome  of 
experience,  for  the  return  of  her  lord  to  his  supper. 

"  Well,  *  Aunt '  Margaret,"  said  Jacky,  entering  with 
the  confidence  of  an  assured  welcome,  "  I've  come  over 
for  a  good  gossip.  There's  nobody  at  home — ^up  there  " 
— with  a  nod  in  the  direction  of  the  ranch. 

"  My  dear  child,  I'm  so  pleased  I  "  exclaimed  Mrs. 
Abbot,  coming  forward  from  her  rather  rigid  seat,  and 
kissing  the  girl  on  both  cheeks  with  old-fashioned 
cordiality.  "  Come  and  sit  by  the  stove.  Yes,  take 
that  hideous  hat  off,  which,  by  the  way,  I  never  could 
understand  your  wearing.  Now,  when  John  and  I  were 
first  en " 

**  Yes,  yes,  dear.  I  know  what  you're  going  to  say," 
interrupted  the  girl,  smiling  in  spite  of  the  dull  aching 
at  her  heart.  She  knew  how  this  sweet  old  lady  lived 
in  the  past,  and  she  also  knew  how,  to  a  sympathetic 
^  ear,  she  loved  to  pour  out  the  delights  of  memory  from 
a  heart  overflowing  with  a  strong  affection  for  the  man 
of  her  choice.  Jacky  had  come  here  to  talk  of  other 
matters,  and  she  knew  that  when  "  Aunt  "  Margaret 
liked  she  could  be  very  shrewd  and  practical. 
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Something  in  the  half-wistful  smile  of  her  companion 
brought  the  old  lady  quickly  back  from  the  realms  of 
recollection,  and  a  pair  of  keen,  kindly  eyes  met  the  steady 
grey-black  orbs  of  the  girl. 

"Ah,  Jacky,  my  child,  we  of  the  frivolous  sex  are 
always  being  forced  into  considering  the  mundane  matters 
of  everyday  life  here  at  Foss  River,  What  is  it,  dear? 
I  can  see  by  your  face  that  you  are  worrying  over 
something." 

The  girl  threw  herself  into  an  easy-chair,  drawn  up  to 
the  glowing  stove  with  careful  forethought  by  the  old 
lady. 

"  Where's  the  Doc  T  "  the  girl  asked,  without  preamble. 
She  knew,  of  course,  but  she  used  the  question  by  way 
of  making  a  beginning. 

The  old  lady  imperceptibly  straightened  her  back. 
"  He's  down  at  the  saloon  playing  poker.  Why,  dear  ?  " 
Her  question  was  so  innocent,  but  Jacky  was  not  for 
a  moment  deceived  by  its  tone.  The  girl  smiled  plaintively 
into  the  fire.  There  was  no  necessity  for  her  to  disguise 
her  feelings  before  "  Aunt  "  Margaret,  she  knew.  But 
her  loyal  nature  shrank  from  flaunting  her  uncle's  weak- 
nesses before  even  this  kindly  soul.  She  kept  her  fencing 
attitude  a  little  longer,  however. 

I     "  Who  is  he  plajring  with  ?  "     Jacky  raised  a  pair  of 
[  inquiring  grey  eyes  to  her  companion's  face. 

Your  uncle  and — Lablache." 
f     The  shrewd  old  eyes  watched  the  girl's  face  keenly. 
But  Jacky  gave  no  sign. 

"  Will  you  send  for  him,  *  Aunt '  Margaret  ?  "  said  the 
girl  quietly.  "  Without  letting  him  know  that  I  am 
here,*^  she  added,  as  an  after-thought. 

"Certainly,  dear,"  the  old  lady  replied,  rising  with 
alacrity.  "  Just  wait  a  moment  while  I  send  word. 
Keewis  hasn't  gone  to  his  teepee  yet.  I  set  him  to  clean 
some  knives  just  now.  He  can  go.  These  Indians  are 
better  messengers  than  they  are  domestics."  Mrs.  Abbe 
bustled  out  of  the  room.  ^ 

She  returned  a  moment  later,  and,  drawing  her  chair 
beside  that  of  the  girl,  seated  herself,  and  rested  one  soft 
white  hand  on  those  of  her  companion,  which  were 
reposing,  clasped,  in  the  lap  of  her  dungaree  skirt. 
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"  Now,  tell  me,  dear,  tell  me  all  about  it.  I  know  it  is 
your  uncle." 

The  sympathy  of  her  tone  could  never  have  been 
conveyed  in  mere  words.  This  woman's  heart  expressed 
its  kindliness  in  voice  and  eyes.  There  was  no  resisting 
her,  and  Jacky  made  no  effort  to  do  so. 

For  one  instant  there  flashed  into  the  girl's  face  a  look 
of  utter  distress.  She  had  come  purposely  to  talk  plainly 
to  the  woman  whom  she  had  lovingly  dubbed  "  Aunt 
Margaret,"  but  she  found  it  very  hard  when  it  came  to 
the  point.  She  cast  about  in  her  mind  for  a  beginning, 
then  abandoned  the  quest,  and  blurted  out  lamely  the 
very  thing  from  which  she  most  shrank. 

"  Say,  auntie,  you've  observed  uncle  lately — I  mean, 
how  strange  he  is?  You've  noticed  how  often  now  he 
is — is  not  himself  ?  " 

"  Whisky,"  said  the  old  lady  uncompromisingly. 
"  Yes,  dear,  I  have.  It  is  quite  the  usual  thing  to  smell 
'  old  man  '  Smith's  vile  liquor  when  John  Allandale  is 
about.  I'm  glad  you've  spoken.  I  did  not  like  to  say 
anything  to  you  about  it.     John's  on  a  bad  trail." 

"  Yes,  and  a  trail  with  a  long,  downhill  gradient," 
replied  Jacky,  with  a  rueful  little  smile.  "  Say,  aunt," 
she  went  on,  springing  suddenly  to  her  feet  and  confront- 
ing the  old  lady's  mildly  astonished  gaze,  "isn't  there 
anything  we  can  do  to  stop  him?  What  is  it?  This 
poker  and  whisky  are  ruining  him  body  and  soul. 
Is  the  whisky  the  result  of  his  losses  ?  Or  is  the  madness 
for  a  gamble  the  result  of  the  liquor  ?  " 

"  Neither  the  one  nor  the  other,  my  dear.  It  is— 
Lablache." 

The  older  woman  bent  over  her  darning,  and  the  needle 
passed,  rippling,  round  a  "  potato  "  in  the  sock  which 
was  in  her  lap.  Her  eyes  were  studiously  fixed  upon  the 
work. 

"  Lablache,  Lablache  I  It  is  always  Lablache,  which- 
iiiver  way  I  turn.  Gee,  but  the  whole  country  reeks  of 
eiim  I  I  tell  you  right  here,  aunt,  that  man's  worse  than 
scurvy  in  our  ranching  world.  Everybody  and  every- 
thing in  Foss  River  seems  to  be  in  his  grip." 

"  Excepting  a  certain  young  woman  who  refuses  to 
be  ensnared." 
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The   words  were  spoken  quite  casually.     But  Jacky 
I  started.     Their  meaning  was  driven  straight  home. 
'l     "  Go  on,  auntie,"  said  the  girl  slowly.     "  You  haven't 
iJsaid    enough— yet,     I    guess    you're    thinking    mighty 

i'deeply." 

i      Mrs.  Abbot  looked  up  from  her  work.     She  was  smilmg, 
1  but  behind  that  smile  there  was  a  strange  gravity  in  the 
expression  of  her  eyes. 

*'  There  is  nothing  more  to  say  at  present.       ihen  she 
added,  in  a  tone  from  which  all  seriousness  had  vanished  : 
"  Hasn't  Lablache  ever  asked  you  to  marry  him?  " 
A  light  was  beginning  to  dawn  upon  the  girl. 
''Yes.     Why?" 

"  I  thought  so."     It  was  now  Mrs.  Abbot's  turn  to  rise 

and  confront  her  companion.     And  she  did  so  with  the 

calm  manner  of  one  who  is  assured  that  what  she  is  about 

kto   say  cannot  be  refuted.     Her  kindly  face   had   lost 

(nothing  of  its  sweet -expression,  only  there  was  some- 

fthing  in  it  which  seemed  to  be  asking  a  question,  whilst 

fcer  words  conveyed  the  statement  of  a  case  as  she  knew 

It.     "  You  dear,  foolish  people  1     Can  you  not  see  what 

lis  going  on  before  your  very  eyes,  or  must  a  stupid  old 

woman  like  myself  explain  what  is  patent  to  the  veriest 

.fool  in  the  settlement?     Lablache  is  the  source  of  your 

^uncle's  trouble,  and,  incidentally,  you  are  the  incentive. 

il  have  watched— I  have  little  else  to  do  in  Foss  River— 

you  all  for  years  past,  and  there  is  little  that  I  could  not 

tell  you  about  any  of  you,  as  far  as  the  world  sees  you. 

f  Lablache  has  been  a  source  of  a  world  of  thought  to  me. 

The  business  side  of  him  is  patent  to  everybody.     He  is 

hard,  flinty,  tyrannical,  even  unscrupulous.     I  am  telling 

you  nothing  new,  I  know.     But  there  is  another  side  to 

his  character  which  some  of  you  seem  to  ignore.     He  is 

capable   of   strong   passions— ay,    very   strong   passions. 

He  has  conceived  a  passion  for  you.     I  will  call  it  by  no 

other  name  in  such  an  unholy  brute  as  Lablache.     He 

wishes  to  marry  you — he  means  to  marry  you,'' 

The  silver-haired  old  lady  had  worked  herself  up  to  an 
unusual  vehemence.  She  paused  after  accentuating  her 
last  words.  Jacky,  taking  advantage  of  the  break, 
dropped  in  a  question. 

"  But — how  does  this  affect  my  uncle  ?  " 
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"  Aunt  "  Margaret  sniffed  disdainfully,  and  resettled 
the  glasses  which,  in  the  agitation  of  the  moment,  had 
slipped  from  her  nose. 

"  Of  course,  it  affects  your  uncle,"  she  continued  more 
quietly.  "  Now  listen  and  I  will  explain."  Once  more 
these  two  seated  themselves,  and  "  Aunt "  Margaret 
again  plunged  into  her  story. 

"  Sometimes  I  catch  myself  speculating  as  to  how  it 
comes  about  that  you  have  inspired  this  passion  in  such 
a  man  as  Lablache,"  she  began,  glancing  into  the  sombrely 
beautiful  face  beside  her.  "  I  should  have  expected  that 
mass  of  flesh  and  money — he  always  reminds  me  of  a 
jellyfish,  my  dear — ugh  1 — ^to  have  wished  to  take  to 
himjself  one  of  your  gaudy  butterflies  from  New  York  or 
London  for  a  wife ;  not  a  simple  child  of  the  prairie  who 
is  more  than  half  a  wild — wild  savage."  She  smiled 
lovingly  into  the  girl's  face.  "  You  see,  these  coarse 
money-grubbers  always  prefer  their  pills  well  gilded, 
and,  as  a  rule,  their  matrimonial  pills  need  a  lot  of  gilding 
to  bring  them  up  to  the  standard  of  what  they  think  a 
wife  should  be.  However,  it  was  not  long  before  it 
became  plain  to  me  that  he  wished  to  marry  you.  He 
may  be  a  master  of  finance ;  he  may  disguise  his  feelings 
— ^if  he  has  any — in  business,  so  that  the  shrewdest  ob- 
server can  discover  no  vulnerable  point  in  his  armour  of 
dissimulation;  but  when  it  comes  to  matters  pertaining 
to — ^to — ^iove— quite  the  wrong  word  in  this  case,  my 
dear — ^these  men  are  as  babes — worse,  they  are  fools. 
When  Lablache  makes  up  his  mind  to  a  purpose,  he 
generally  accomplishes  his  end " 

"  In  business,"  suggested  Jacky  moodily. 

"  Just  so — ^in  business,  my  dear.  In  matters  matri* 
monial  it  may  be  different.  But  I  doubt  his  failure  in 
that,"  went  on  Mrs.  Abbot,  with  a  decided  snap  of  her 
expressive  mouth.  "  He  will  try  by  fair  means  or  foul, 
and,  if  I  know  anything  of  him,  he  will  never  relinquish 
his  purpose.  He  asked  you  to  marry  him — and  of  course 
you  refused;  quite  natural  and  right.  He  will  not  risk 
another  refusal  from  you — these  people  consider  them- 
selves very  sensitive,  my  dear — so  he  will  attempt  to 
accomplish  his  end  by  other  means — means  much  more 
congenial  to  him,  the — the  beast.     There,  now  I've  said 
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it,  my  dear.     The  doctor  tells  me  that  he  is  quite  the 
most  skilful   player   at    poker  that  he   has   ever   come 

across."  . ,    ,       .  ,      .^,       ,    ,    .      .     , 

"  I  guess  that's  so,"  said  the  girl,  with  a  dark,  iromcal 

"  And  that  his  luck  is  phenomenal,"  the  old  lady  went 
on,  without  appearing  to  notice  the  interruption.  "  Very 
well.  Your  uncle,  the  old  fool— excuse  me,  my  dear- 
has  done  nothing  but  gamble  all  his  life.  The  doctor 
says  that  he  believes  John  has  never  been  known  to  win 
more  than  about  once  in  a  month's  play,  no  matter  with 
whom  he  plays.  You  know— we  all  know— that  for 
years  he  has  been  in  the  habit  of  raising  loans  from  this 
monumental  cuttlefish  to  settle  his  losses.  And  you 
can  trust  that  individual  to  see  that  these  loans  are  well 
secured.  John  Allandale  is  reputed  very  rich,  but  the 
doctor  assures  mc  that  were  Lablache  to  foreclose  his 
mortgages  a  very,  very  big  slice  of  your  uncle's  worldly 
goods  would  be  taken  to  meet  his  debts.  Now  comes  the 
last  stage  of  the  affair,"  she  went  on,  with  a  sage  little 
shake  of  the  head.  "  How  long  ago  is  it  since  Lablache 
proposed  to  you  ?  But  there,  you  need  not^  tell  me.  It 
was  a  little  less  than  a  year  ago— wasn't  it  ?  " 

Her  companion  nodded  her  head.     She  wondered  how 

"  Aunt "  Margaret  had  guessed  it.     She  had  never  told 

,  ft  soul  herself.     The  shrewd  little  old  lady  was  filling  her 

i  with  wonder.     The  careful  manner  in  which  she  had 

,  pieced  facts  together  and  argued  them  out  with  herself 

revealed  to  her  a  cleverness  and  observation  she  would 

never,  in  spite  of  the  kindly  soul's  counsels,  have  given 

her  credit  for.  . ,  ,,        ^  uu  *. 

"Yes,  I  knew  I  was  right,"  said  Mrs.  Abbot,  com- 
placently. "  Just  about  the  time  when  Lablache  began 
seriously  to  play  poker— about  the  time  when  his  pheno- 
menal luck  set  in,  to  the  detriment  of  your  uncle.  Yes, 
I  am  well  posted  "—as  the  girl  raised  her  eyebrows  in 
surprise.  "  The  doctor  tells  me  a  great  deal— especially 
about  your  uncle,  dear.  I  always  like  to  know  what  is 
ffoing  on.  And  now  to  bring  my  long  explanation  to  an 
end.  Don't  you  see  how  Lablache  intends  to  marry 
vou?  Your  uncle's  losses  this  winter  have  been  so 
terribly  heavy— and   all  to   Lablache.     Lablache   holds 
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the  whip  hand  of  him.  A  request  from  Lablache  becomes 
a  Gommand — or  the  crash." 

"  But  how  about  the  Doc  ?  "  asked  Jacky  quickl3^ 
"  He  plays  with  them — mostly." 

Mrs.  Abbot  shrugged  her  shoulders. 

"  The  doctor  can  take  care  of  himself.  He's  cautious, 
and  besides — Lablache  has  no  wish  to  win  his  money." 

"  But  surely  he  must  lose  ?  Say,  auntie,  dear,  it's  not 
possible  to  play  against  Lablache's  luck  without  losing — 
some." 

*'  Well,  dear,  I  can't  say  I  know  much  of  the  game  " — 
with  some  perplexity — "  but  the  doctor  assures  me  that 
Lablache  never  hits  him  hard.  Often  and  often  when 
the  '  pot  •  rests  between  them  Lablache  will  throw  down 
his  hand — which  goes  to  show  that  he  does  not  want  to 
take  his  money." 

"  An'  I  reckon  goes  to  show  that  he's  bucking  dead 
against  Uncle  John  only.     Yes,  I  see." 

The  little  grey  head  again  bent  over  the  darning,  which 
had  lain  almost  untouched  in  her  lap  during  her  long 
recital.  Now  she  resolutely  drew  the  darning  yarn 
through  the  soft  wool  of  the  sock  and  reinserted  the 
needle.  The  girl  beside  her  bent  an  eager  face  before 
her,  and,  resting  her  chin  upon  her  hands,  propped  her 
elbows  on  her  knees. 

"  Yes,  auntie,  I  know,"  Jacky  went  on  thoughtfully. 
"  Lablache  means  to  put  this  marriage  with  me  rigiht 
through.  I  see  it  all.  But,  say  " — bringing  one  of  her 
brown  hands  down  forcibly  upon  that  of  her  companion, 
which  was  concealed  in  the  foot  of  the  woollen  sock,  and 
gripping  it  with  nervous  strength — "  I  guess  he's  reckoned 
wdthout  his  bride.  I'm  not  going  to  marry  Lablache, 
i^^iuntie  dear,  and  you  can  bet  your  bottom  dollar  I'm  not 
going  to  let  him  ruin  uncle.  All  I  want  to  do  is  to  stop 
uncle  drinking.     That  is  what  scares  me  most." 

"  My  child,  Lablache  is  the  cause  of  that,  the  same  as 
he  is  the  cause  of  all  troubles  in  Foss  River.  Your  uncle 
realises  the  consequences  of  the  terrible  losses  he  has 
incurred.  He  knows,  only  too  well,  that  he  is  utterly 
in  the  money-lender's  power.  He  knows  he  must  go  on 
playing,  vainly  endeavouring  to  recover  himself,  and 
with  each  fresh  loss  he  drinks  deeper  to  smother  his  fears 
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and  conscience.  It  is  the  result  of  the  weakness  of  his 
nature — a  weakness  which  I  have  always  known  would 
sooner  or  later  lead  to  his  undoing.  Jacky,  girl,  I  fear 
you  will  one  day  have  to  naarry  Lablache  or  your  uncle's 
ruin  will  be  certainly  accomplished." 

Mrs.  Abbot's  face  was  very  serious  now.  She  saw  the 
thick  blood  of  the  half-breed  slowly  rise  into  Jacky's 
face,  until  the  dark  skin  was  suffused  with  a  heavy, 
passionate  flush.  Slowly,  too,  the  sombre  eyes  lit— 
glowed— until  the  dazzling  fire  of  anger  shone  in  their 
depths.  Then  she  spoke,  not  passionately,  but  with  a 
hard,  cruel  delivery  which  sent  a  shiver  thrilling  through 
her  companion's  body. 

"  '  Aunt '  Margaret,  I  swear  by  all  that's  holy  that 
ril  fiever  marry  that  scum.  Say,  I'd  rather  follow  a 
round-up  camp  and  share  a  greaser's  blankets  than  wear 
all  the  diamonds  Lablache  could  buy.  An*  as  for  uncle 
— say,  the  day  that  sees  him  ruined  '11  see  Lablache's  filthy 
brains  spoiling  God's  pure  air  !  " 

"  Child,  child,"  replied  the  old  lady  in  alarm,  "  don't 
take  oaths,  the  rashness,  the  folly  of  which  you  cannot 
comprehend.  For  goodness'  sake,  don't  entertain  such 
wicked  thoughts.     Lablache  is  a  villain,  but " 

She  broke  off  and  turned  towards  the  door,  which  at 
that  moment  opened  to  admit  the  genial  doctor. 

"  Ah,"  she  went  on,  with  a  sudden  change  of  manner 
back  to  that  of  her  usual  cheerful  self,  "  I  thought  you 
men  were  going  to  make  a  night  of  it.  Jacky  came  to 
share  my  solitude." 

"  Good-evening,  Jacky,"  said  the  doctor.  "  Yes,  we 
were  going  to  make  a  night  of  it,  Margaret.  Your  sum- 
mons broke  up  the  party,  and  for  John's  sake "     He 

3hecked  himself,  and  glanced  curiously  at  the  recumbent 
form  of  the  girl,  who  was  now  lounging  back  in  her  chair, 
Tazing  into  the  stove.     "  What  did  you  want  me  for  ?  " 

Jacky  rose  abruptly  from  her  seat  and  picked  up  her 
lat. 

"  '  Aunt '  Margaret  didn't  really  want  you.  Doc.  It 
vas  I  who  asked  her  to  send  for  you.  1  want  to  see 
incle."' 

"  Ah  !  '• 

The  doctor  permitted  himself  the  ejaculation. 
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'•  Good-night,  you  two  dear  people,"  the  girl  went  on, 
with  a  forced  attempt  at  cheerfulness.  "  I  guess  uncle  '11 
be  home  by  now,  so  I'll  be  off." 

"  Yes,  he  left  the  saloon  with  me,"  said  Dr.  Abbot, 
shaking  hands  and  walking  towards  the  door.  "  You'll 
just  about  catch  him." 

The  girl  kissed  the  old  lady  and  passed  out.  The 
doctor  stood  for  a  moment  on  his  doorstep  gazing  after 
her. 

"  Poor  child — poor  child  I  "  he  murmured.  "  Yes, 
she'll  find  him — I  saw  him  home  myself."  And  he  broke 
off  with  an  expressive  shrug. 


CHAPTER   XI 

THE    CAMPAIGN    OPENS 

••  Lord  "  Bill  rose  while  yet  the  daylight  was  struggling 
to  overcome  the  shades  of  night.  He  stood  upon  the 
verandah  which  fronted  his  house,  smoking  his  early 
morning  cigarette.  He  was  waiting  for  his  coffee,  and 
idly  luxuriating  in  the  wondrous  charm  of  scene  which 
was  spread  out  before  him. 

The  air  was  chill,  but  withal  invigorating,  as  he  watched 
the  steely  blue  of  the  sky  slowly  give  place  to  the  rosy 
tint  of  sunrise.  Slowly  at  first— then  faster— great 
waves  of  golden  light  seemed  to  leap  from  the  top  of  one 
green  rising  ground  to  another;  the  grey  white  of  the 
snowy  western  mountains  passed  from  one  dead  shade  to 
another,  until,  at  last,  they  gleamed  like  alabaster  from 
afar  with  a  diamond  brilliancy  almost  painful  to  the  eye. 
Thus  the  sun  rose  into  the  cloudless  azure  of  a  perfect 

skv 

IBill  was  still  lost  in  thought,  gazing  out  upon  the  per- 
fect scene,  when  round  the  corner  of  the  house  came  a 
half-breed,  bearing  a  large  tin  pannikin  of  steaming 
coffee.  He  took  the  pannikin  from  the  man  and  propped 
himself  against  a  post  which  helped  to  support  the  roof 
of  the  verandah.  .  .       t>      j. 

*'  Are  the  boys  out  yet  ?  "  he  asked  the  waitmg  Breed, 
and  nodding  towards  the  corrals,  which  reposed  at  the 
foot  of  the  hill,  and  were  overlooked  by  the  house. 

"  1  guess,"  the  fellow  replied  laconically.  Then,  as  an 
ifterthought :    "  They're  getting  breakfast,  anyhow." 

"  Say,  when  they've  finished  their  grub  you  can  tell 
era  to  turn  to  and  lime  out  the  sheds.  I'm  going  in  to 
he  settlement  to-day.  If  I'm  not  back  to-night  let  them 
ro  right  on  with  the  job  to-morrow." 
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Bill  returned  the  empty  pannikin,  and  strolled  down 
towards  the  corrals  and  sheds. 

The  milch  cows  were  slowly  mouching  from  the  corrals 
as  he  neared  the  sheds.  A  diminutive  herder  was  urging 
them  along  with  shrill,  piping  shrieks — vicious  but  in- 
effective. Far  more  to  the  purpose  were  the  efforts  of  a 
well-trained,  bob-tailed  sheep-dog,  who  was  awaking 
echoes  on  the  brisk  morning  air  with  the  full-toned  note 
of  his  bark. 

*'  Lord  "  Bill  found  one  or  two  hands  quietly  enio3ring 
their  after-breakfast  smoke,  but  the  majority  had  not 
as  yet  left  the  kitchen.  Outside  the  barn  two  men  were 
busily  soft-soaping  their  saddles  and  bridles,  whilst  a  third, 
seated  on  an  upturned  box,  was  wiping  out  his  revolver 
with  a  coal-oil  rag.  Bill  passed  them  by  with  a  nod  and 
greeting,  and  went  into  the  stable.  The  horses  were 
feeding,  but  as  yet  the  stalls  had  not  been  cleaned  out. 
He  returned  and  gave  some  instructions  to  one  of  the 
men.  Then  he  walked  slowly  back  to  the  house.  Usually 
he  would  have  stayed  down  there  to  see  the  work  of  the 
day  carried  out ;  now,  however,  he  was  preoccupied.  On 
this  particular  morning  he  took  but  little  interest  in  the 
place ;  he  knew  only  too  well  how  soon  it  must  pass  from 
his  possession. 

Half-way  up  the  hill  he  paused  and  turned  his  sleepy 
eyes  towards  the  south.  At  a  considerable  distance  a 
vehicle  was  approaching  at  a  spanking  pace.  It  was  a 
buckboard.  As  yet  it  was  not  sufficiently  near  for  him 
to  distinguish  its  occupant,  but  the  speed  and  cut  of 
the  horses  seemed  familiar  to  him.  He  continued  on 
towards  the  house,  and  seated  himself  leisurely  on  the 
verandah,  and,  rolling  himself  another  cigarette,  calmly 
watched  the  on-coming  conveyance. 

He  propped  his  back  against  the  verandah  post,  and, 
taking  a  deep  inhalation  from  his  cigarette,  gazed  long 
and  earnestly,  with  half-closed  eyes,  down  the  winding, 
southern  trail. 

His  curiosity  was  soon  set  at  rest,  for,  as  the  horses 
raced  up  the  hill  towards  him,  he  had  no  difficulty  in 
recognising  the  bulky  proportions  of  his  visitor.  Seeing 
the  driver  of  the  buckboard  making  for  the  house,  two  of 
the  "  hands  "  hastened  up  the  hill  to  take  the  horses. 


THE   CAMPAIGN   OPENS  98 

Lablache,  for  it  was  the  fleshy  moneylender,  slid,  as 
agilely  as  his  great  bulk  would  permit  him,  from  the 
vehicle,  and  the  two  men  took  charge  of  the  horses.  Bill 
was  not  altogether  cordial. 

"  How  are  you  ?  "  he  said  with  a  nod,  but  without 
rising  from  his  recumbent  attitude.  "  Goin'  to  stay 
long?" 

"  An  hour,  maybe,"  replied  Lablache,  breathing 
heavily  as  a  result  of  his  climb  out  of  the  buckboard. 

"  Right.  Take  'em  away,  boys.  Remove  the  harness 
and  give  'em  a  good  rub  down.  Don't  water  or  feed  'em 
till  they're  cool.  They're  spanking  *  plugs,'  Lablache," 
he  added,  as  he  watched  the  horses  being  led  down  to 
the  bam,  **  Come  inside.  Had  breakfast  ?  " — rising  and 
knocking  the  dust  from  the  seat  of  his  moleskin  trousers. 

"  Yes,  I  had  breakfast  before  daylight,  thanks,"  Lab- 
lache said,  glancing  quickly  down  at  the  empty  corrals, 
where  his  horses  were  about  to  undergo  a  rubbing  down. 
"  I  came  out  to  have  a  business  chat  with  you.  Shall  we 
go  indoors  ?  " 

"  Most  certainly." 

There  was  an  expressive  curtness  in  the  two  words.  A 
business  talk  with  Lablache,  under  the  circumstances, 
could  not  afford  the  rancher  much  pleasure.  He  followed 
the  moneylender  into  the  sitting-room. 

The  apartment  was  very  bare — mannish.  A  desk,  a 
deck  chair,  a  bench,  and  a  couple  of  old-fashioned  Windsor 
chairs;  a  small  table,  on  which  breakfast  things  were 
set,  an  old  saddle,  a  rack  of  guns  and  rifles,  a  few  trophies 
of  the  chase  in  the  shape  of  skins  and  antelope  heads, 
comprised  the  furniture  and  decorations  of  the  room. 

"  Sit  down."  Bill  indicated  the  chairs  with  a  wave  of 
the  arm.  Lablache  dubiously  eyed  the  deck  chair,  then 
selected  one  of  the  unyielding  Windsor  chairs  as  more 
safe  for  the  burden  of  his  precious  body.  The  younger 
man  propped  himself  on  the  corner  of  his  desk. 

Lablache  looked  furtively  into  his  companion's  face. 
Then  he  turned  his  eyes  in  the  direction  of  the  window. 
Bill  said  nothing;  his  face  was  calm.  He  intended  the 
noneylender  to  speak  first.  The  latter  seemed  indis- 
)osed  to  do  so.  His  lashless  eyes  gazed  steadily  out  at 
prairie   beyond,     "  Lord  "    Bill's    persistent   silence 


94  THE   DEVIL'S   KEG 

at  length  forced  the  other  into  speech.  His  words  came 
slowly,  and  were  frequently  punctuated  with  deep 
breaths. 

"  Your  ranch — everything  you  possess  is  held  on  first 
mortgage." 

*'  Not  all."  Bunning-Ford's  answer  came  swiftly. 
The  abruptness  of  the  other's  announcement  nettled  him. 
The  tone  of  the  words  conveyed  a  challenge  which  the 
younger  man  was  not  slow  to  accept. 

Lablache  shrugged  his  shoulders  with  deliberation 
until  his  fleshy  jowl  creased  against  the  woollen  folds  of 
his  shirt-front. 

"  It  comes  to  the  same  thing,"  he  said.  "  What  I — 
what  is  not  mortgaged  is  held  in  bonds.  The  balance, 
practically  all  of  it,  you  owe  under  signature  to  Pedro 
Mancha.  It  is  because  of  that — latest — debt,  I  am 
here." 

"  Ah  I  " 

Bill  rolled  a  fresh  cigarette,  and  lit  it.  He  guessed 
something  of  what  was  coming — but  not  all. 

"  Mancha  will  force  you  to  meet  your  liabilities  to  him. 
Your  interest  is  shortly  due  to  the  Calford  Loan  Company. 
You  cannot  meet  both." 

Lablache  gazed  unblinkingly  into  the  other's  face.  He 
was  thoroughly  enjoying  himself. 

Bill  was  staring  pensively  at  his  cigarette.  One  leg 
swung  pendulum  fashion  beside  the  desk.  His  indebted- 
ness troubled  him  not  a  jot.  He  was  trying  to  fathom 
the  object  of  this  prelude.  Lablache,  he  knew,  had  not 
come  purposely  to  make  these  plain  statements.  He 
blew  a  cloud  of  smoke  down  his  nostrils  with  much 
appreciation.  Then  he  heaved  a  sigh  as  though  his 
troubles  were  too  great  for  him  to  bear. 

"  Right — dead  right,  first  time." 

The  lazy  eyes  appeared  to  be  staring  into  space.  In 
reality  they  were  watching  the  doughy  countenance  before 
him. 

"  What  do  you  propose  to  do  ? "  Lablache  asked, 
ignoring  the  other's  flippant  tone. 

Bill  shrugged. 

"  Debts  of  honour  must  be  met  first,"  he  said,  quietly. 
"  Mancha  must  be  paid  in  full.     I  shall  take  care  of  that. 
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For  the  rest,  I  have  no  doubt  your  business  knowledge 
will  prompt  you  as  to  what  course  the  Calford  Loan 
Company  and  yourself  had  best  adopt." 

Lablache  was  slightly  taken  aback  at  the  cool  in- 
difference of  this  man.  He  scarcely  knew  how  to  deal 
with  him.  He  had  driven  out  this  morning  intending 
to  coerce,  or,  at  least,  strike  a  hard  bargain.  But 
the  object  of  his  attentions  was,  to  say  the  least  of  it, 
difficult. 

He  moved  uneasily,  and  crossed  his  legs. 

"  There  is  only  one  course  open  to  your  creditors.  It 
is  a  harsh  method,  and  one  which  goes  deviUshly  against 
the  grain.     But " 

"Pray  don't  apologise,  Mr.  Lablache,"  broke  in  the 
other,  smiling  sardonically.  "  I  am  fully  aware  of  the 
tender  condition  of  your  feelings.  I  only  trust  that  in 
this  matter  you  will  carry  out  your — er — painful  duty 
without  worrying  me  with  the  detail  of  the  necessary 
routine.  I  shall  settle  Mancha's  debt  at  once,  and  then 
you  are  welcome  to  the — confounded  lot." 

Bill  moved  from  his  position  and  walked  towards  the 
door.  The  significance  of  his  action  was  well  marked. 
Lablache^  however,  had  no  intention  of  going  yet.  He 
moved  heavily  round  upon  his  chair  so  as  to  face  his 
man. 

"  One  moment — er — ^Ford.  You  are  a  trifle  precipi- 
tate. I  was  going  on  to  say,  when  you  interrupted  me, 
that  if  you  cared  to  meet  me  half-way,  I  have  a  pro- 
position to  make  which  might  solve  your  difficulty.  It  is 
an  unusual  one,  I  admit,  but  " — with  a  meaning  smile — • 
"  I  rather  fancy  that  the  Calford  Loan  Company  might 
be  induced  to  see  the  advantage,  to  them^  of  delaying 
action." 

Bill  returned  to  his  position  at  the  desk,  and  lit  another 
cigarette.  The  suave  manner  of  his  unwelcome  guest 
was  dangerous.     He  was  prepared. 

"  Well,  what  is  this  '  unusual '  course  ?  "  he  asked,  in 
no  very  tolerant  tone.  He  wished  it  made  quite  plain 
that  he  cared  nothing  about  the  "  selling  up  "  process  to 
which  he  knew  he  must  be  subjected.  Lablache  noted 
the  haughty  manner,  and  resented  it,  but  still,  he  gave 
no  outward  sign.     He  had  a  definite  object  to^  attain. 
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and  he  would  not  allow  his  anger  to  interfere  with  his 
chances  of  success. 

"  Merely  a  pleasant  little  business  arrangement  which 
should  meet  all  parties'  requirements,"  he  said  easily. 
"  At  present  you  are  paying  a  ten  per  cent,  interest  on 
a  principal  of  85,000  dollars  to  the  Calford  Loan  Company. 
A  debt  of  20,000  to  me  includes  an  amount  of  interest 
which  represents  ten  per  cent,  interest  for  ten  years. 
Very  well.  Your  ranch  should  be  yielding  a  greater  profit 
thaa  it  is.  With  your  permission,  the  Calford  Trust 
Company  shall  put  in  a  competent  manager,  whose  salary 
shall  be  paid  out  of  the  profits.  The  balance  of  said 
profits  shall  be  handed  over  to  your  creditors,  less  an 
annual  income  to  you  of  1,500  dollars.  Thus,  the  principal 
of  your  debts,  at  a  careful  computation,  should  be  liqui- 
dated in  seven  years.  In  consideration  of  thus  shortening 
the  period  of  the  loans  by  three  years  the  Calford  Trust 
Company  shall  allow  you  a  rebate  of  five  per  cent,  interest. 
Failing  the  profits  in  seven  years  amounting  to  the  sums 
of  money  required,  the  Calford  Trust  Company  and 
myself  will  forgo  the  balance  due  to  us.  Let  me  plainly 
assure  you  that  this  is  no  philanthropic  scheme,  but  the 
result  of  practical  calculation.  The  advantage  to  you  is 
obvious.  An  assured  income  during  that  period,  and 
your  ranch  well  and  ably  managed  and  improved.  Your 
property  at  the  end  of  seven  years  will  return  to  you  a 
vastly  more  valuable  possession  than  it  is  at  present. 
And  we,  on  our  part,  will  recover  our  money  and  interest 
without  the  unpleasant  reflection  that,  in  doing  so,  we 
have  beggared  you." 

Lablache,  usurer,  scoundrel,  smiled  benignly  at  his 
companion  as  he  pronounced  his  concluding  words.  The 
Hon.  Bunning-Ford  looked,  thought,  and  looked  again. 

"  It  sounds  awfully  well,  but  surely  that  is  not  all  ? 
What,  in  return,  is  demanded  of  me  ?  " 

Lablache  had  carefully  watched  the  effect  of  his  words. 
He  was  wondering  whether  the  man  he  was  dealing  with 
was  clever  beyond  the  average,  or  a  fool.  He  was  still 
balancing  the  point  in  his  mind  when  Bill  put  the  question. 

Lablache  looked  away,  produced  a  snuff-box  and  drew 
up  a  large  pinch  of  snuff  before  answering.  He  blew  his 
nose  with  trumpet-like  vehemence  on  a  great  red  bandana. 
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"  The  only  return  asked  of  you  is  that  you  vacate  the 
country  for  the  next  two  years,"  he  said  heavily.  And 
in  that  rejoinder  '*  Lord  "  Bill  understood  the  man's 
guile. 

It  was  a  sudden  awakening,  but  it  came  to  him  as  no 
sort  of  surprise.  He  had  long  suspected,  although  he 
had  never  given  serious  credence  to  his  suspicions,  the 
object  the  moneylender  had  in  inveigling  both  himself 
and  "  Poker  "  John  into  their  present  difficulties.  Now 
he  understood,  and  a  burning  desire  swept  over  him  to 
shoot  the  man  down  where  he  sat.  Then  a  revulsion  of 
feehng  came  to  him,  and  he  saw  the  ludicrous  side  of  the 
situation.  He  gazed  at  Lablache,  and  tried  to  think  of 
the  beautiful,  Mrild  Jacky  as  the  moneylender's  wife.  The 
thing  seemed  so  preposterous  that  he  burst  out  into  a 
mocking  laugh. 

Lablache,  whose  fishy  eyes  had  never  left  the  rancher's 
face,  heard  the  tone,  and  slowly  flushed  with  anger.  For 
an  instant  he  seemed  about  to  rise,  then,  instead,  he  leant 
forward. 

'*  Well  ?  "  he  asked,  breathing  his  monosyllabic  inquiry 
hissing  upon  the  air. 

Bill  emitted  a  thin  cloud  of  smoke  into  the  money- 
lender's face.  His  eyes  had  suddenly  become  wide  open 
and  blazing  with  anger.     He  pointed  to  the  door. 

"  ril  see  you  danmed  first  I     Now — git  1  " 

At  the  door  Lablache  turned.  In  his  face  was  written 
all  the  fury  of  hell. 

"  Mancha's  debt  is  transferred  to  me.  You  will  seitic 
it  without  delay." 

He  had  scarcely  uttered  the  last  word  when  there  was 
a  loud  report,  and,  simultaneously,  the  crash  of  a  bullet 
in  the  casing  of  the  door.  Lablache  accepted  his  dismissal 
with  precipitation,  and  hastened  to  where  his  horses 
were  stationed,  to  the  accompaniment  of  "  Lord  "  Bill's 
mocking  laugh.  He  had  no  wish  to  test  the  rancher's 
marksmanship  further. 
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Foss  River  had  now  become  a  glorious  picture  o! 
vivid  colouring.  The  clumps  of  pine-woods  no  longer 
present  their  tattered,  purplish  appearance,  the  garb  in 
which  grim  Winter  is  wont  to  robe  them.  They  are 
lighter,  gayer,  and,  bathed  in  the  gleaming  sunlight, 
they  are  transformed  from  their  sombre,  forbidding 
aspect  to  that  of  radiant,  welcome  shade. 

The  most  magical  change  which  the  first  month  of 
summer  has  brought  is  to  be  seen  in  the  stock.  Cattle, 
when  first  brought  in  from  distant  parts  at  the  outset  of 
the  round-up,  usually  are  thin,  mean-looking,  and  half- 
starved.  Two  weeks  of  the  delicious  spring  grass  and 
the  fat  on  their  ribs  and  loins  rolls  and  shakes  as  they 
move,  growing  almost  visibly  under  the  succulent  influence 
of  the  delicate  vegetation. 

Few  at  Foss  River  appreciated  the  blessings  of  summer 
more  fully  than  did  Jacky  Allandale,  and  few  worked 
harder  than  did  she.  Almost  single-handed  she  grappled 
with  the  stupendous  task  of  the  management  of  the  great 
ranch,  and  no  "  hand,"  however  experienced,  was  more 
capable  in  the  most  arduous  tasks  which  that  manage- 
ment involved.  From  the  skilful  organisation  down  to 
the  roping  and  branding  of  a  wild  two-year-old  steer, 
there  was  no  one  who  understood  the  business  of  stock- 
raising  better  than  she.  She  loved  it — it  was  the  very 
essence  of  life  to  her. 

But  this  year  things  were  different  with  the  mistress  of 
the  Foss  River  Ranch.  True,  she  went  about  her  work 
with  that  thorough  appreciation  which  she  always  dis- 

Elayed,   but  the  young  face  had  lost  something  of  its 
appy,  girlish  delight.     A  shadow  seemed  to  be  nanging 
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over  her — a  shadow  which,  although  it  marred  in  no 
way  her  fresh  young  beauty,  added  a  deepened  pensive- 
ness  to  her  great  sombre  eyes.  This  year  the  girl  had 
more  to  grapple  with  than  the  mere  management  of  the 
ranch. 

Her  uncle  needed  all  her  care.  And,  too,  the  conscious- 
ness that  the  result  of  all  her  work  was  insufficient  to  pay 
the  exorbitant  interest  on  mortgages  which  had  been 
forced  upon  her  uncle  by  Lablache  took  something  of 
the  zest  from  her  labours.  Then,  besides  this,  there 
were  thoughts  of  the  compact  sealed  between  her  lover 
and  herself  in  Bad  Man's  Hollow.  She  knew  all  about 
the  scene  which  had  taken  place  at  BilFs  ranch,  and  she 
knew  that,  for  her  lover  at  least,  the  crash  had  come. 
During  that  first  month  of  the  open  season  the  girl  had 
been  sorely  tried.  There  was  no  one  but  "  Aunt " 
Margaret  to  whom  she  could  go  for  comfort  or  sympathy, 
and  even  she,  with  her  wise  counsels  and  far-seeing  judg- 
ment, could  not  share  in  the  secrets  which  weighed  so 
heavily  upon  the  girl. 

Such  was  the  state  of  affairs  at  the  Foss  River  Ranch. 
The  settlement  had  returned  to  its  customary  torpid 
serenity.  The  round-up  was  over,  and  all  the  "  hands  " 
had  returned  to  the  various  ranches  to  which  they  be- 
longed. The  little  place  had  entered  upon  its  period  of 
placid  sleep,  which  would  last  until  the  advent  of  the 
farmers  to  spend  the  proceeds  of  their  harvest. 

The  night  before  the  sale  of  '*  Lord  "  Bill's  ranch,  he 
and  Jacky  went  for  a  ride.  They  had  thus  ridden  out 
on  many  evenings  of  late.  Old  John  was  too  absorbed 
in  his  own  affairs  to  bother  himself  at  these  evening 
journeyings,  although,  in  his  careless  way,  he  had  noticed 
how  frequent  a  visitor  at  the  ranch  Bill  had  lately 
become. 

Foss  River  was  far  too  sleepy  to  bother  about  these 
comings  and  goings.  Lablache,  alone  of  the  sleepy 
hamlet,  eyed  the  evening  journeys  with  suspicion.  But 
even  he  was  unable  to  fathom  their  object,  and  was  forced 
to  set  them  down,  his  whole  being  consumed  with  jealousy 
the  while,  to  lovers'  wanderings.  However,  these  nightly 
rides  were  taken  with  purpose.  After  galloping  across  the 
prairie  in  various  directions,  they  always,  as  darkness 
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crept  on,  terminated  at  a  certain  spot — ^the  clump  of 
willows  and  reeds  at  which  the  secret  path  across  the 
great  keg  began. 

The  sun  was  well  down  below  the  distant  mountain 

Ceaks  when  Jacky  and  her  lover  reached  the  scrubby 
ush  of  willows  and  reeds  upon  the  evening  before  the 
day  of  the  sale  of  Bill's  ranch.  As  they  drew  up  their 
panting  horses,  and  dismounted,  the  evening  twilight 
was  deepening  over  the  vast  expanse  of  the  mire. 

The  girl  stood  at  the  brink  of  the  bottomless  caldron  of 
viscid  muck  and  gazed  out  across  the  deadly  plain.  Bill 
stood  beside  her,  watching  her  face  with  eager,  hungry 
eyes. 

"  Well  ?  "  he  said  at  last,  as  his  impatience  forced  itself 
to  his  lips. 

"  Yes,  Bill,"  the  girl  answered  slowly,  as  one  balancing 
her  decision  well  before  giving  judgment,  "  the  path  has 
widened.  The  rain  has  kept  off  long  enough,  and  the 
sun  has  done  his  best  for  us.  It  is  a  good  omen.  Follow 
me. 

She  linked  her  arm  through  the  reins  of  her  horse's 
bridle,  and,  leading  the  faithful  animal,  stepped  fear- 
lessly out  on  to  the  muskeg.  As  she  trod  the  rotten 
crust,  she  took  a  zig-zag  direction  from  one  side  of  the 
secret  path  to  the  other.  That  which,  in  early  spring, 
had  scarcely  been  six  feet  in  width,  would  now  have  borne  i 
ten  horsemen  abreast.     Presently  she  turned  back  :  J 

"  We  need  go  no  further,  Bill;  what  is  safe  here  con- :; 
tinues  safe  across  the  keg.  It  will  widen  in  places,  but  \ 
in  no  place  will  the  path  grow  narrower." 

"  But  tell  me,"  said  the  man,  anxious  to  assure  himself 
that  no  detail  was  forgotten,  "  what  about  the  trail  of 
our  footprints  ?  " 

The  girl  laughed.  Then,  indenting  the  ground  with 
her  shapely  boot  until  the  moisture  below  oozed  into  the 
imprint,  she  looked  up  into  the  lazy  face  before  her. 

"  See — we  wait  for  one  minute,  and  you  shall  see  the 
result." 

Thejr  waited  in  silence  in  the  growing  darkness.  The 
night  insects  and  mosquitoes  buzzed  around  them.  The 
man's  attention  was  riveted  upon  the  impression  made 
by  the  girl's  foot.     Slowly  the  water  filled  the  print,  then 
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slowly,  under  the  moist  influence,  the  ground,  sponge-like, 
rose  again,  the  water  disappeared,  and  all  signs  of  the 
footmark  was  gone. 

When  again  the  ground  had  resumed  its  natural 
appearance,  the  girl  looked  up. 

Are  you  satisfied,  Bill  ?  No  man  or  beast  who  passes 
over  this  path  leaves  a  trail  which  lasts  longer  than  a 
minute.  Even  the  rank  grass,  however  badly  trodden 
down,  rears  itself  again  with  amazing  vitality.  I  guess 
this  place  was  created  through  the  devil's  agency,  and 
lor  the  purpose  of  devil's  work." 

Bill  gave  one  sweeping  glance  around.  Then  he 
turned,  and  the  two  made  their  way  back  to  the  edge  of 
the  sucking  mire. 

"  Yes,  irll  do,  dear.     Now  let  us  hasten  home." 

They  remounted  their  horses,  and  were  soon  lost  in  the 
gathering  darkness  as  they  made  their  way  over  the  brow 
of  the  rising  ground,  in  the  direction  of  the  settlement. 

The  next  day  saw  the  possession  of  the  Hon.  Bunning- 
Ford's  ranch  pass  into  otner  hands.  Punctually  at  noon 
the  sale  began.  And  by  four  o'clock  the  process,  which 
robbed  the  rancher  of  everything  that  he  possessed  in 
the  world,  was  completed. 

Bill  stationed  himself  on  the  verandah  and  smoked 
incessantly  while  the  sale  proceeded.  He  was  there  to 
fee  how  the  things  went,  and,  in  fact,  seemed  to  take  an 
outsider's  interest  only.  He  experienced  no  morbid 
sentiment  at  the  loss  of  his  property — it  is  doubtful  if 
he  cared  at  all.  Anyhow,  his  leisurely  attitude  and  his 
appearance  of  good-natured  indifference  caused  many 
surprised  remarks  amongst  the  motley  collection  of 
bidders  who  were  present.  In  spite  of  these  appearances, 
however,  he  did  take  a  very  keen  interest.  A  represen- 
tative of  Lablache's  was  there  to  purchase  stock,  and  Bill 
knew  it,  and  his  interest  was  centred  on  this  would-be 
purchaser. 

The  stock  was  the  last  thing  to  come  under  the  hammer. 
There  were  twenty  lots.  Of  these,  Lablache's  represen- 
tative purchased  fifteen — three-quarters  of  the  stock  of 
the  entire  ranch. 

Bill  waited  only  for  this ;  then,  as  the  sale  closed,  he 
leisurely  rolled  and  Ivt  another  cigarette,  and  strolled  to 
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where  a  horse,  which  he  had  borrowed  from  the  Aiiandales' 
stables,  was  tied,  and  rode  slowly  away. 

As  he  rode  away  he  turned  his  head  in  the  direction  of 
the  house  upon  the  hill.  He  was  leaving  for  good  and  all 
the  place  which  had  so  long  claimed  him  as  master.  He 
saw  the  small  gathering  of  people  still  .hanging  about  the 
verandah,  upon  which  the  auctioneer  still  stood  with  his 
clerk,  busy  over  the  sales.  He  noticed  others  passing 
hither  and  thither,  as  they  prepared  to  depart  with  their 
purchases.  But  none  of  these  things  which  he  looked 
upon  affected  him  in  any  mawkish,  sentimental  manner. 
It  was  all  over.  That  little  hill,  with  its  wooded  back- 
gi'ound,  and  the  vast  frontage  of  prairie  from  which  he 
had  so  loved  to  watch  the  sun  get  up  after  its  nightly 
sojourn,  would  know  him  no  more.  His  indifference  was 
unassumed.  His  was  not  the  nature  to  regret  past 
follies. 

He  smiled  softly  as  he  turned  his  attention  to  the 
future  which  lay  before  him,  and  the  smile  was  not  in 
keeping  with  the  expression  of  a  broken  man. 

In  these  last  days  of  waning  prosperity  Bunning-Ford 
had  noticeably  changed.  With  loss  of  property  he  had 
lost  much  of  that  curious  veneer  of  indolence,  utter  dis- 
regard of  consequences,  which  had  always  been  his.  Not 
that  he  had  suddenly  developed  a  violent  activity  op 
boisterous  enthusiasm.  Simply  his  interest  in  things 
and  persons  seemed  to  have  received  a  fillip.  There 
seemed  to  be  an  air  of  latent  activity  about  him ;  a  setness 
of  purpose  which  must  have  been  patent  to  any  one  suf- 
ficiently interested  to  observe  the  young  rancher  closely. 
But  Foss  River  was  too  sleepy — indifferent — to  worry 
itself  about  anybody,  except  those  in  its  ranks  who  were 
riding  the  high  horse  of  success.  Those  who  fell  out  by 
the  wayside  were  far  too  numerous  to  have  more  than  a 
passing  thought  devoted  to  them.  So  this  subtle  change 
in  the  man  was  allowed  to  pass  without  comment  by  any, 
except,  perhaps,  the  moneylender,  Lablache,  and  the 
shrewd,  kindly  wife  of  the  doctor — people  not  much  given 
to  gossip. 

It  was  only  since  the  discovery  of  Lablache's  perfidy 
that  *'  Lord  "  Bill  had  understood  what  living  meant. 
His  discovery  in  Smith's  saloon  had  roused  in  him  a  very 
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human  manhood.  Since  that  time  he  had  been  seized 
with  a  mental  activity,  a  craving  for  action  he  had  never, 
in  all  his  lazy  life,  before  experienced.  This  sudden 
change  had  been  aggravated  by  Lablache's  subsequent 
conduct,  and  the  flame  had  been  fanned  by  the  right  that 
Jacky  had  given  him  to  protect  her.  The  sensation  \yas 
one  of  absorbing  excitement,  and  the  loss  of  property  sat 
lightly  upon  him  in  consequence.  Money  he  had  not — 
property  he  had  not.  But  he  had  now  what  he  had  never 
possessed  before — he  had  an  object. 

A  lasting,  implacable  vengeance  was  his,  from  the  con- 
templation of  which  he  drew  a  satisfaction  which  no 
Possession  of  property  could  have  given  him.  He  had 
cen  cheated,  robbed,  and  his  soul  thirsted  for  revenge. 
Lablache  had  robbed  the  uncle  of  the  girl  he  loved ;  and, 
worse  than  all,  the  wretch  had  tried  to  oust  him  from  the 
affections  of  the  girl  herself.  His  eyes,  no  longer  sleepy, 
gleamed  as  he  thought.  His  long,  square  jaws  seemed 
welded  into  one  as  he  thought  of  his  wrongs.  His  was  the 
vengeance  which,  if  necessaiy,  would  last  his  lifetime. 
At  least,  while  Lablache  lived  no  quarter  would  he  give 
or  accept. 

Something  of  this  he  was  thinking  as  he  took  his  fare- 
well of  the  ranch  on  the  hill,  and  struck  out  in  the  direction 
of  the  half-breed  camp,  outside  the  settlement  of  Foss 
River. 


CHAPTER    XIII 

THE   FIRST   CHECK 

Upon  a  high  level  of  the  prairie,  out  towards  the  upper 
reaches  of  the  Rainy  River,  a  tributary  of  the  broad, 
swift-flowing  Foss  River,  and  some  fifteen  miles  from  the 
settlement,  two  men  were  lounging,  curled  leisurely  round 
the  smouldering  remains  of  a  camp-fire.  Some  distance 
away  the  occasional  lowing  of  a  cow  betrayed  the  presence 
of  a  band  of  cattle. 

The  men  were  wide  awake  and  smoking.  Whether 
they  refrained  from  sleep  through  necessity  or  inclination 
matters  little.  Probably  the  hungry  attacks  of  the 
newly  hatched  mosquitoes  were  responsible  for  their 
wakefulness.  Each  man  was  wrapped  in  a  single  brown 
blanket,  and  a  folded  saddle-cloth  answered  as  a  pillow, 
and  it  was  noticeable  that  they  were  stretched  out  well 
to  leeward  of  the  fire,  so  that  the  smoke  passed  across 
them,  driving  away  a  few  of  the  less  audacious  "  skitters." 

"  We'll  get  'em  in  by  dinner  to-morrow,"  said  one  of 
the  sleepless  men  thoughtfully.  His  remark  was  more 
in  the  tone  of  soliloquy  than  addressed  to  the  other.  Then 
louder,  and  in  a  manner  which  implied  resentment, 
"  Them  all-fired  skitters  is  givin'  me  a  twistin'." 

"  Smoke  up,  pard,"  came  a  muffled  rejoinder  from  the 
region  of  the  other  blanket.  "  Maybe  your  hide's  a  bit 
tender  yet.  "  I  'lows  skitters  'most  alius  goes  fur  young 
'uns.     Guess  I'm  all  right." 

"  Dessay  you  are,"  replied  the  first  speaker  sharply. 
"  I  ain't  been  long  in  the  country — leastways,  not  on  the 
prairie,  an'  like  as  not  I  ain't  dropped  into  the  way  o' 
things.  I've  alius  heerd  as  washin  is  mighty  bad  when 
skitters  is  around.     They  doesn't  worry  you  any." 

He  pulled  heavily  at  his  pipe  until  his  face  was  en- 
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veloped  in  a  fog  of  smoke.  His  companion's  tone  of 
patronage  had  nettled  him.  The  old  hand  moved  rest- 
lessly, but  did  not  answer.  It  is  doubtful  if  the  other's 
sarcasm  had  been  observed.  It  was  scarcely  broad 
enough  to  penetrate  the  toughened  hide  of  the  older 
hand's  susceptibilities. 

The  silence  was  broken  by  a  man's  voice  in  the  distance. 
The  sound  of  an  old  familiar  melody,  chanted  in  a  manly 
and  not  unmusical  voice,  reached  the  fireside.  It  was 
the  voice  of  the  man  who  was  on  watch  round  the  band 
of  cattle,  and  he  was  endeavouring  to  lull  them  into 
quiescence.  The  older  hand  stirred.  Then  he  sat  up 
and  methodically  replenished  the  fire,  kicking  the  dying 
embers  together  until  they  blazed  afresh. 

"  Jim  Bowley  do  sing  mighty  sweet,"  he  said,  in  dis- 
paraging tones.  "  Like  a  crazy  buzz-saw,  I  guess.  S'pose 
them  beasties  is  gettin'  kind  o'  restless.  Say,  Nat,  how 
goes  the  time  7     It  must  be  nigh  on  ter  your  spell." 

Nat  sat  up,  and  drew  out  a  great  silver  watch. 

"  Half  an  hour  yet,  pard."  Then  he  proceeded  to  refill 
his  pipe,  cutting  great  flakes  of  black  tobacco  from  a 
large  plug  with  his  sheath  knife.  Suddenly  he  paused 
in  the  operation,  and  listened.  '*  Say,  Jake,  what's 
that  ?  " 

'*  What's  what  ?  "  replied  Jake  roughly,  preparing  to 
lie  down  again, 

"  Listen  1  " 

The  two  men  bent  their  keen,  prairie-trained  cars  to 
»  indward.  They  listened  intently.  The  night  was 
^  ery  black — as  yet  the  moon  had  not  risen.  Jake  used 
bis  eyes  as  well  as  ears.  He  sought  to  penetrate  the 
darkness  around  him,  but  his  efforts  were  unavailing. 
He  could  hear  no  sound  but  the  voice  of  Jim  Bowley,  and 
the  steady  plodding  of  his  horse's  feet  as  he  ceaselessly 
circled  the  band  of  somnolent  cattle.  The  sky  was 
cloudy,  and  only  here  and  there  a  few  stars  gleamed 
diamond-hke  in  the  heavens,  but  threw  insufficient  light 
to  aid  the  eyes  which  sought  to  penetrate  the  surrounding 
gloom.  The  old  hand  threw  himself  back  on  his  pillow 
in  sceptical  irritation. 

"  Thar  ain't  nothin',  young  'un,"  he  said  disdainfully, 
"  The  beasties  is  quiet,  and  Jim  Bowley  ain't  no  tender- 
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foot.  Say,  them  skitters  'as  rattled  yer.  Guess  you 
'eard  some  prowling  coyote.  They  alius  come  around 
whar  there's  a  tenderfoot," 

Jake  curled  himself  up  again  and  chuckled  at  his  own 
sneering  pleasantry. 

"  Coyote  yerself,  Jake  Bond,"  retorted  Nat  angrily. 
'*  Them  lugs  o'  yours  is  gettin'  old.  Guess  yer  drums  is 
saggin*.     You're  mighty  smart,  I  don't  think." 

The  youngster  got  on  his  feet  and  walked  to  where  the 
men's  two  horses  were  picketed.  Both  horses  were 
standing  with  ears  cocked  and  their  heads  held  high  in 
the  direction  of  the  mountains.  Their  attitude  was  the 
acme  of  alertness.  As  the  man  came  up  they  turned 
towards  him  and  whinnied  as  if  in  relief  at  the  knowledge 
of  his  presence,  but  almost  instantly  turned  again  to 
gaze  far  out  into  the  night.  Wonderful  indeed  is  a 
horse's  instinct,  but  even  more  wonderful  is  the  keenness 
of  his  sight  and  hearing. 

Nat  patted  his  broncho  on  the  neck,  and  then  stood 
beside  him,  watching — listening.  Was  it  fancy,  or  was  it 
fact?  The  faintest  sound  of  a  horse  galloping  reached 
him;   at  least,  he  thought  so. 

He  returned  to  the  fire,  sullenly  antagonistic.  He  did 
not  return  to  his  blanket,  but  sat  silently  smoking  and 
thinking.  He  hated  the  constant  references  to  his  in- 
experience on  the  prairie.  If  even  he  did  hear  a  horse 
galloping  in  the  distance  it  didn't  matter.  But  it  was  his 
ears  that  had  first  caught  the  sound,  in  spite  of  his  in- 
experience. His  companion  pigheadedly  derided  the 
fact  because  his  own  ears  were  not  sufficiently  keen  to 
have  detected  the  sound  himself. 

Thus  he  sat  for  a  few  minutes  gazing  into  the  fire. 
Jake  was  now  snoring  loudly,  and  Nat  was  glad  to  be 
relieved  from  the  tones  of  his  sneering  voice.  Presently 
he  rose  softly  from  his  seat,  and,  taking  his  saddle- 
blanket,  saddled  and  bridled  his  horse.  Then  he  mounted 
and  silently  rode  off  towards  the  herd.  It  was  his  relief 
on  the  cattle-guard. 

Jim  Bowley  welcomed  him  with  the  genial  heartiness 
of  a  man  who  knows  that  he  has  finished  his  vigil  and 
that  he  can  now  lie  down  to  rest.  The  guarding  of  a  large 
herd  at  night  is  always  an  anxious  time. 


f ' 
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Just  as  Jim  Bowley  was  about  to  ride  up  to  the  camp, 
Nat  fired  a  question  which  he  had  been  some  time 
meditating. 

"  Guess  you  didn't  hear  a  horse  gallopin'  jest  now, 
paid  ?  "  he  asked  quietly. 

"  Why,  cert,  boy,"  the  other  answered  quickly,  '*  only 
a  deaf  mule  could  a'  missed  it.  Some  one  passed  right 
under  the  ridge  thar,  away  to  the  south-west.  Guess 
they  wer'  travellin*  mighty  fast  too.     Why  ?  " 

"  Oh,  nothin',  Jim,  on'y  I  guess  Jake  Bond's  that  same 
deaf  mule  you  spoke  of.  He's  too  fond  of  gettin*  at 
youngsters,  the  old  fossil,  I  told  'im  as  I  'card  suthin', 
an'  'e  told  me  as  I  was  a  tenderfoot  and  didn't  know  wot 
I  was  gassin'  about." 

"  Jake's  a  cantankerous  cuss,  boy.  Let  'im  gas ;  'c 
don't  cut  any  figger  anyway.  Say,  you  keep  yer  eye 
peeled  on  some  o'  the  young  heifers  on  the  far  side  o'  the 
bunch.  They're  rustlin'  some.  They  keep  mouching 
after  new  grass.  When  the  moon  gits  up  you'll  see  better. 
S'long,  mate  I  " 

Jim  rode  away  towards  the  camp  fh-c,  and  young 
Nat  proceeded  to  circle  round  the  great  herd  of  cattle. 
It  was  a  mighty  bunch  for  three  men  to  handle.  But 
Lablache,  its  owner,  was  never  one  to  underwork  his 
men.  This  was  the  herd  which  he  had  purchased  at  the 
sale  of  Bunning-Ford's  ranch.  And  they  were  now  being 
taken  to  his  own  ranch,  some  distance  to  the  south  of  the 
settlement,  for  the  purpose  of  rebranding  with  his  own 
marks. 

As  the  cowboy  circled  the  herd,  the  rising  moon,  at 
first  directly  to  his  left,  slowly  dropped  behind  until  its, 
as  yet,  dull  light  shone  full  upon  his  back.  The  beasts 
were  quite  quiet,  and  the  sense  of  responsibility  which 
was  his,  in  a  measure,  lessened. 

Some  distance  ahead,  and  near  by  where  he  must  pass, 
a  clump  of  undergrowth  and  a  few  stunted  trees  grew 
round  the  base  of  a  hillock  of  broken  rocks.  The  cattle 
were  reposing  close  up  by  this  shelter,  Nat's  horse,  as  he 
drew  near  to  the  bush,  was  ambling  along  at  that  peculiar 

gait,  half  walk,  half  trot,  essentially  the  pace  of  a  '*  cow- 
orse."     Suddenly  the  animal  came  to  a  stand,  for  which 
there  seemed  no  apparent  reason.     He  stood  for  a  second 
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with  ears  cocked,  sniffing  at  the  night  air  in  evident  alarm. 
Then  a  prolonged,  low  whistle  split  the  air.  The  sound 
came  from  the  other  side  of  the  rocks,  and,  to  the  tcndcr- 
fDot's  ears,  constituted  a  signal. 

The  most  natural  thing  for  him  to  have  done  would 
have  been  to  wait  for  further  developments,  if  develop- 
ments there  were  to  be.  However,  he  was  a  plucky 
youngster,  in  spite  of  his  inexperience,  and,  besides, 
something  of  the  derision  of  Jake  Bond  was  still  rankling 
in  his  mind.  He  knew  the  whistle  to  be  the  effort  of  some 
man,  and  his  discovery  of  the  individual  would  further 

Erove  the  accuracy  of  his  hearing,  and  he  would  then 
ave  the  laugh  of  his  companion.  A  more  experienced 
hand  would  have  first  looked  to  his  six-shooter  and 
thought  of  cattle  thieves,  but,  as  Jake  had  said,  he  was 
a  tenderfoot.  Instead,  without  a  moment's  hesitation, 
he  dashed  his  spurs  into  his  broncho's  flanks  and  swept 
round  to  the  shadowed  side  of  the  rocks. 

He  realised  his  folly  too  late.  The  moment  he  entered 
the  shade  there  came  the  slithering  whir  of  something 
cutting  through  the  air.  Something  struck  the  horse's 
front  legs,  and  the  next  moment  he  shot  out  of  the  saddle 
in  response  to  a  somersault  wliich  the  broncho  turned. 
His  horse  had  been  roped  by  one  of  its  front  legs.  The 
cowboy  lay  where  he  fell,  dazed  and  half  stunned.  Then 
he  became  aware  of  three  dark  faces  bending  over  him. 
An  instant  later  a  gag  was  forced  into  his  mouth,  and  he 
felt  himself  being  bound  hand  and  foot.  Then  the  three 
faces  silently  disappeared,  and  all  was  quiet  about  him. 

In  the  meantime,  on  the  rising  ground,  where  the 
camp  fire  burned,  all  was  calm  slumber.  The  two  old 
hands  were  taking  their  rest  with  healthy  contentment 
and  noisy  assertion.  The  glory  of  the  rising  moon  was 
lost  to  the  slumberers,  and  no  dread  of  coming  disaster 
disturbed  them. 

Up  the  slope  came  three  figures.  They  were  moving 
with  cautious,  stealthy  step,  the  movement  of  men  whose 
purpose  is  not  open.  On  they  came  swiftly — silently. 
One  man  led ;  he  was  tall  and  swarthy,  with  long,  black 
hair  falling  upon  his  shoulders  in  a  straight,  coarse  mass. 
He  was  evidently  a  half-breed,  and  his  clothes  denoted 
him  to  be  of  the  poorer  class — a  class  accustomed  to  live 
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by  preying  upon  its  white  neighbours.  He  was  clad  in  a 
pair  of  moleskin  trousers,  which  doubtless  at  one  time  had 
been  white,  but  which  now  were  of  that  nondescript  hue 
which  dirt  conveys.  His  upper  garments  were  a  beaded 
buckskin  shirt  and  a  battered  Stetson  hat.  Around  his 
waist  was  a  cartridge  belt,  on  which  was  slung  a  holster 
containing  a  heavy  six-chafhbcred  revolver  and  a  long 
sheath-knife. 

His  companions  were  similarly  equipped,  and  the  three 
formed  a  wild  picture  of  desperate  resolve.  Yard  by 
yard  they  drew  towards  the  sleepers,  at  each  step  listening 
for  the  loud  indications  of  sleep  which  were  made  only 
too  apparent  upon  the  still  night  air.  Now  they  were 
close  upon  the  fire.  One  of  the  unconscious  cowboys, 
Jim  Bowley,  stirred.  A  moment  passed.  Then  the 
intruders  drew  a  step  nearer.  Suddenly  Jim  roused  and 
then  sat  up.  His  action  at  once  became  a  signal.  There 
was  a  sound  of  swift  footsteps,  and  the  next  instant  the 
astonished  man  was  gazing  into  the  muzzle  of  a  heavy 
pistol. 

"  Hands  up  !  "  cried  the  voice  of  the  leading  half-breed. 
One  of  his  followers  had  similarly  covered  the  half 
awakened  Jake. 

Without  a  word  of  remonstrance,  two  pairs  of  hands 
went  up.  Astonishment  had  for  the  moment  paralysed 
speech  on  the  part  of  the  rudely  awakened  sleepers. 
They  were  only  dimly  conscious  of  their  assailants.  The 
compelling  rings  of  metal  that  confronted  them  weighed 
the  balance  of  their  judgment,  and  their  response  was 
the  instinctive  response  of  the  prairie.  Whoever  their 
assailants,  they  had  got  the  drop  on  them.  The  result 
was  the  law  of  necessity. 

In  depressing  silence  the  assailants  drew  their  captives' 
weapons.  Then,  after  binding  their  arms,  the  leader 
bade  them  rise.  Then  he  ordered  them  to  march,  the 
inexorable  pistol  ever  present  to  enforce  obedience.  In 
silence  the  two  men  were  conducted  to  the  bush  where 
the  first  capture  had  been  made.  And  here  they  were 
firmly  tied  to  separate  trees  with  their  own  lariats. 

"  See  hyar,"  said  the  tall  half-breed,  as  the  captives' 
feet  were  bound  securely,  "  there  ain't  goin*  to  be  no 
shootin*.     You're   that   sensible.     You're   jest   goin'   to 
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remain  right  hyar  till  daylight,  or  mebbe  later.  A  gag  '11 
prevent  your  gassin'.  You're  right  in  the  track  of  white 
men,  so  I  guess  you'll  do.  See'  hyar,  vo'  jest  shut  it  " — 
as  Jim  Bowley  essayed  to  speak — "  cause  my  barker's 
itchin*  to  join  in  a  conversation." 

The  threat  had  a  quieting  effect  upon  poor  Jim,  who 
immediately  closed  his  lips.  ^  Silent  but  watchful,  he  eyed 
the  half-breed's  face.  There  was  something  very  familiar 
about  the  thin  cheeks,  high  cheek-bones,  and  about  the 
great  hooked  nose.  He  was  struggling  hard  to  locate  the 
man.  At  this  moment  the  third  ruffian  approached  with 
three  horses.  The  other  had  been  busy  fixing  a  gag  in 
Jake  Bond's  mouth.  Jim  Bowley  saw  the  horses  come  up. 
And  in  the  now  bfilliant  moonlight  he  beheld  and  recog- 
nised a  grand -looking  golden  chestnut.  There  was  no 
mistaking  that  glorious  beast.  Jim  was  no  tenderfoot; 
he  had  been  on  the  prairie  in  this  district  for  years.  And 
although  he  had  never  come  into  actual  contact  with  the 
man,  he  had  seen  him,  and  knew  about  the  exploits  of  the 
owner  of  that  perfect  animal. 

The  half-breed  approached  him  with  an  improvised 
gag.  For  the  life  of  him,  Jim  could  not  resist  a  tempta- 
tion which  at  that  moment  assailed  him.  The  threatening 
attitude  of  his  captor  for  the  instant  had  lost  its  effect. 
If  he  died  for  it,  he  must  blurt  out  his  almost  superstitious 
astonishment. 

The  half-breed  seized  his  prisoner's  lower  jaw  in  his 
hand  and  compressed  the  cheek  upon  the  teeth.  Jim's 
lips  parted,  and  a  horrified  amazement  found  vent  in 
words  : 

'•  Holy  Gawd,  man  I  But  be  ye  fiesh  or  sperrit  t  Peter 
Retief — as  I'm  a  livin' " 

He  said  no  more,  for,  with  a  wrench,  the  gag  was  forced 
into  his  mouth  by  the  relentless  hand  of  the  man  before 
him.  Although  he  was  thus  silenced,  his  eyes  remained 
wide  open  and  staring.  The  dark,  stern  face,  as  he  saw 
it,  was  magnified  into  that  of  a  fiend.  The  keen  eyes  and 
depressed  brows,  he  thought,  might  belong  to  some  devil 
reincarnated,  whilst  the  eagle-beaked  nose  and  thin,  com- 
pressed lips  denoted,  to  his  distorted  fancy,  a  sanguinary 
cruelty.  At  the  mention  of  his  name  this  forbidding 
apparition  flashed  a  vengeful  look  at  the  speaker,  and  a 
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haif-smile  of  utter  disdain  flickered  unnoticed  around  the 
corners  of  his  mouth. 

Once  his  prisoners  were  secured,  the  dark-visaged  cattle- 
thief  turnea  to  the  horses.  At  a  word,  the  trio  mounted. 
Then  they  rode  off,  and  the  wretched  captives  beheld,  to 
their  unspeakable  dismay,  the  consummate  skill  with 
which  the  cattle  were  roused  and  driven  off.  Away  they 
went.  The  great  golden  chestnut  raced  back^'ards  and 
forwards  like  some  well-trained  greyhound,  heading  the 
leading  beasts  into  the  desired  direction  without  effort  or 
apparent  guidance.  It  was  a  grand  display  of  the  cow- 
boy's art,  and,  in  spite  of  his  predicament  and  the  cruel 
tightness  of  his  bonds,  Jim  Bowley  revelled  in  the  sight. 

In  five  minutes  the  great  herd  was  out  of  sight,  and 
only  the  distant  rumble  of  their  speeding  hoofs  reached 
the  captives. 


CHAPTER   XIV 

THE   HUE   AND    CRY 

"  A  THOUSAND  head  of  cattle,  John  !  A  thousand  ; 
and  '  hustled  '  from  under  our  very  noses.  By  thunder, 
it  is  intolerable  I  Over  thirty-five  thousand  dollars  gone 
in  one  clean  sweep  I  Why,  I  say,  do  we  pay  for  the 
upkeep  of  the  police  if  this  sort  of  thing  is  allowed  to  go 
on  ?  It  is  disgraceful  I  It  means  ruination  to  the  country 
if  a  man  cannot  run  his  stock  \\4thout  fear  of  molestation. 
Who  said  that  scoundrel  Retief  was  dead — drowned  in 
the  great  muskeg  ?  Thirty-five  thousand  dollars  I  By 
heavens — ^it's — it's  scandalous  I  " 

Lablache  leant  forward  heavily  in  his  chair,  and  rested 
his  great  arms  upon  John  Allandale's  desk.  "  Poker  " 
John  and  he  were  seated  in  the  former's  office,  whither 
the  moneylender  had  come,  post-haste,  on  receiving  the 
news  of  tne  daring  raid  of  the  night  before.  The  great 
man's  voice  was  unusually  thick  with  rage,  and  his  asth- 
matical  breathing  came  in  great  gusts  as  his  passionate 
excitement  grew  under  the  lash  of  his  own  words.  The 
old  rancher  gazed  in  stupefied  amazement  at  the  financier. 
The  old  man's  brain  was  none  too  clear  in  the  mornings 
now.  And  the  suddenness  of  the  announcement  had 
shocked  his  faculties  into  a  state  of  chaos. 

"  Terrible — ^terrible  1  "  was  all  he  was  able  to  murmur. 
Then,  bracing  himself,  he  asked  weakly  :  "  But  what 
are  you  to  do  ?  " 

The  weather-beaten  old  face  was  working  nervously. 
The  eyes  were  bloodshot  and  troubled.  He  looked  like 
a  man  who  was  fast  breaking  up.  There  could  be  no 
doubt  as  to  the  origin  of  this  swift  change.  The  whole 
atmosphere  of  the  man  spoke  of  drink. 

Lablache  turnjed  on  him  without  an'^'  attempt  to  conceal 
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the  latent  ferocity  of  his  nature.  The  heavy,  pouchy  jowi 
was  scarlet  with  his  rage. 

"  What  am  I  to  do  ?  *'  he  retorted  savagely.  "  What 
are  we  to  do  ?  What  is  all  the  ranching  world  ol  Alberta 
to  do  ?  Why,  fight,  man  1  Hound  this  scoundrel  to  his 
lair.  Follow  him — track  him  I  Hunt  him  from  bush  to 
bush  until  we  fall  upon  him  and  tear  him  limb  from  limb. 
Are  we  going  to  sit  still  while  he  terrorises  the  whole 
country  ?  While  he  '  hustles  '  every  head  of  stock  from 
us,  and — and  spirits  it  away  ?  No ;  if  we  spend  fortunes 
upon  his  capture  we  must  not  rest  until  he  swings  at  the 
end  of  his  own  lariat." 

"  Yes,  of  course — of  course  1  "  the  rancher  responded 
weakly,  '*  You  are  quite  right ;  we  must  hunt  this 
scoundrel  down.  But  we  know  what  has  gone  before — 
I  mean,  before  he  was  supposed  to  have  died.  The  man 
could  never  be  traced." 

"  Yes,  but  that  was  two  years  ago,"  said  Lablache 
moodily.  "  Things  may  be  different  now.  A  thousand 
head  of  cattle  does  not  vanish  so  easily.  And  then,  the 
villain  has  only  got  a  short  start  of  us.  I  sent  a  messenger 
over  to  Stormy  Cloud  Settlement  the  first  thing  this 
morning.  A  sergeant  and  four  men  will  be  sent  to  work 
up  the  case.  I  expect  them  here  at  any  moment.  As 
justices  of  the  peace,  it  devolves  on  both  of  us  to  set  an 
example  to  the  settlers.  You  understand,  John,"  the 
moneylender  went  on,  with  pompous  assertiveness, 
"  although,  at  present  I  am  the  chief  sufferer  by  this 
scoundrel's  depredations,  it  is  plainly  your  duty  as  much 
as  mine  to  take  this  matter  up." 

The  first  rough  storm  of  Lablache's  passion  had  passed. 
Although  he  had  calmed  considerably,  his  lashless  eyes 
gleamed  viciously  and  his  flabby  face  wore  an  expression 
which  boded  ill  for  the  object  of  his  rage,  should  that 
unfortunate  ever  come  within  the  range  of  his  power. 

"  Poker  "  John  was  struggling  hard  to  bring  a  once 
keen  intellect  to  bear  upon  the  affair.  At  last  his  mind 
seemed  to  clear,  and  he  stood  up.  And,  bending  across 
the  desk  as  though  to  emphasise  his  words,  he  showed 
something  of  the  old  spirit  which  had  in  days  gone  by 
made  him  a  successful  rancher. 

'*  I  don't  believe  it,  Lablache.     This  is  some  damned 


114  THE   DEVIL'S   KEG 

yarn  to  cover  the  real  culprit.  Why,  man,  Peter  Retief 
IS  buried  deep  in  that  reeking  keg.  Retief?  Wliy,  Vd 
as  lid  hear  that  Satan  himself  was  abroad  duffing  cattle. 
Bah  I     Where's  the  '  hand  '  that  gulled  you  ?  " 

Lablache  eyed  the  old  man  curiously.  He  was  not  sure 
that  there  might  not  be  some  truth  in  the  rancher's  forcible 
scepticism.  For  the  moment  the  old  man's  words  carried 
some  weight ;  then,  as  he  remembered  the  tale  the  cowboy 
had  told,  he  returned  to  his  conviction.  He  shook  his 
massive  head. 

"  No  one  has  gulled  me,  John.  You  shall  hear  the 
story  for  yourself  as  soon  as  the  police  arrive.  You  will 
the  better  be  able  to  judge  of  the  fellow's  sincerity." 

At  this  moment  the  sound  of  horses'  hoofs  came  in 
through  the  open  window.  Lablache  glanced  out  on  to 
the  verandah. 

"  Ah,  here  he  is  I  And  I'm  glad  to  see  they've  sent 
Sergeant  Horrocks.  The  very  man  for  the  work. 
Good  I "  And  he  rubbed  his  fat  hands  together. 
'*  Horrocks  is  a  great  prairie  man." 

"  Poker  "  John  rose,  and  went  out  to  meet  the  officer. 
Later  he  conducted  him  into  the  office.  Sergeant  Hor- 
rocks was  a  man  of  medium  height,  slightly  built,  but 
\^dth  an  air  of  catlike  agility  about  him.  He  was  very 
bronzed,  with  a  sharp  rather  than  a  clever  face.  His 
eyes  were  black  and  restless,  and  a  thin  mouth,  hidden 
beneath  a  trim  black  moustache,  and  a  perfectly  shaped 
aquiline  nose  completed  the  sum  of  any  features  which 
might  be  called  distinctive.  He  was  a  man  who  was 
thoroughly  adapted  to  his  work — work  which  needed  a 
cool  head  and  quick  eye  rather  than  great  mental  attain- 
ments. He  was  dressed  in  a  brown  canvas  tunic  with 
brass  buttons,  and  his  riding-breeches  were  concealed  in  a 
pair  of  well-worn  leather  "  chaps." 

"  Morning,  Horrocks,"  said  the  moneylender.  "  This 
is  a  pretty  business  you've  come  down  on.  Left  your 
men  down  in  the  settlement,  eh  ?  " 

"  Yes.  I  thought  I'd  come  and  hear  the  rights  of  the 
matter  straight  away.  According  to  your  message  you 
are  the  chief  victim  of  this  '  duffing  '  business  ?  " 

"  Exactly,"  replied  Lablache,  with  a  return  to  his  tone 
of  anger,  "  one  thousand  head  of  beeves  1     Thirty-five 
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thousand  dollars'  worth  1  "  Then  he  went  on  more 
calmly  :  "  But  wait  a  moment,  we'll  send  down  for  the 
boy  that  brought  in  the  news." 

A  servant  was  despatched,  and  a  few  minutes  later  Jim 
Bowley  entered.  Jacky,  returning  from  the  corrals, 
entered  at  the  same  time.  Directly  she  had  seen  the 
police  horse  outside  she  knew  what  was  happening.  When 
she  appeared  Lablache  endeavoured  to  conceal  a  look  of 
annoyance.  Sergeant  Horrocks  raised  his  eyebrows  in 
surprise.  He  was  not  accustomed  to  women  being  present 
at  nis  councils.  John,  however,  waived  all  chance  ot 
objection  by  anticipating  his  guests. 

Sergeant,  this  is  my  niece,  Jacky.  Affairs  of  the 
prairie  affect  her  as  nearly  as  they  do  myself.  Let  us 
hear  what  this  man  has  to  tell  us." 

Jacky  looked  radiant  in  spite  of  the  uncouthness  of 
her  riding  attire.  Horrocks  was  forced  to  admire  the 
sturdy  young  face  of  this  child  of  the  prairie, 

Jim  Bowley  plunged  into  his  story  with  a  directness 
and  simplicity  which  did  not  fail  to  carry  conviction.  He 
told  all  he  knew  without  any  attempt  at  shielding  himself 
or  his  companions.  Horrocks  and  the  old  rancher 
listened  carefully  to  the  story.  Lablache  looked  for 
discrepancies,  but  found  none.  Jacky,  whilst  paying 
every  attention,  keenly  watched  the  face  of  the  money- 
lender. The  seriousness  of  the  affair  was  reflected  in  ail 
the  faces  present,  whilst  the  daring  of  the  raid  was  acknow- 
ledged by  the  upraised  brows  and  wondering  ejaculations 
which  occasionally  escaped  the  police-officer  and  '*  Poker  " 
John.  When  the  narrative  came  to  a  close  there  followed 
an  impressive  pause.     Horrocks  was  the  first  to  break  it. 

**  And  how  did  you  obtain  your  release  ?  " 

**  A  Mennonite  family,  which  had  bin  travellin'  all 
night,  came  along  'bout  an  hour  after  daylight.  They 
pitched  camp  nigh  on  to  a  quarter  mile  from  the  bluff 
w'ere  we  was  tied  up.  Then  they  came  right  along  to 
look  fur  kindlin'.  There  wasn't  no  other  bluff  lor  half  a 
mile  but  ours.  They  found  us  all  three.  Young  Nat 
'ad  got  'is  collar-bone  broke.  Them  'ustlers  'adn't  lifted 
our  '  plugs,'  so  I  jest  came  right  in." 

"  Have  you  seen  these  Mennonites  ? "  asked  the 
oflBcer,  turning  sharply  to  the  moneylender. 
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"  Not  yet,'*  was  the  heavy  rejoinder.  "  But  they  are 
coming  in." 

The  significance  of  the  question  and  the  reply  nettkd 
the  cowboy. 

*•  See  hyar,  mister,  I  ain't  no  coyote  come  in  to  pitch 
yarns.  Wot  I've  said  is  gospel.  The  man  as  'eld  us  up 
was  Peter  Retief,  as  sure  as  I'm  a  living  man.  Sperrits 
don't  walk  about  the  prairie  'ustling  cattle,  an*  1  guess 
'is  'and  was  an  a'mighty  solid  one,  as  my  jaw  felt  when 
'e  gagged  me.  You  take  it  from  me,  'e's  come  around 
agin  to  make  up  fur  lost  time,  an'  I  guess  'e's  made  a 
tidy  haul  to  start  with." 

"  Well,  we'll  allow  that  this  man  is  the  hustler  you 
speak  of,"  went  on  Horrocks,  bending  his  keen  eyes 
severely  on  the  unfortunate  cowboy.  "  Now,  what  about 
tracking  the  cattle  ?  " 

'*  Guess  I  didn't  wait  fur  that,  but  it'll  be  easy  'nough." 

"  Ah,  and  you  didn't  recognise  the  man  until  you'd 
seen  his  horse  ?  " 

The  officer  spoke  sharply,  like  a  counsel  cross-examining 
a  witness. 

*•  Wal,  I  can't  say  like  that,"  said  Jim,  hesitating  for 
the  first  time.  "  His  looks  was  familiar,  I  'lows.  No, 
without  knowing  of  it  I'd  recognised  'im,  but  'is  name 
didn't  come  along  till  I  see  that  beast  Golden  Eagle,  I 
'lows  a  good  prairie  hand  don't  make  no  mistake  over  cattle 
like  that.    'E  may  misgive  a  face,  but  a  beastie — no,  siree." 

"  So  you  base  your  recognition  of  the  man  on  the 
identity  of  his  horse  ?  " 

'*  Thar  ain't  no  doubt  in  my  mind,  sergeant,  Ef  you'll 
'ave  it  so,  I  did — some." 

The  ofHcer  turned  to  the  other  men. 

**  If  there's  nothing  more  you  want  this  man  for,  gentle- 
men, I  have  quite  finished  with  him — ^for  the  present. 
With  your  permission  " — pulling  out  his  watch — "  I'll  get 
him  to  take  me  to  the  scene  of  disaster  in  an  hour's  time." 

The  two  men  nodded,  and  Lablache  conveyed  the 
necessary  order  to  the  man,  who  then  withdrew.  As 
soon  as  Bowley  had  left  the  room  three  pairs  of  eyes, 
were  turned  inquiringly  upon  the  officer. 

'•  Well  ?  "  questioned  Lablache,  with  some  show  of 
eagerness. 
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Horrocks  shrugged  a  pair  of  expressive  shoulders. 

"  From  his  point  of  view,  the  man  speaks  the  truth," 
he  replied  decisively.  "  And,"  he  went  on,  more  to  him- 
self than  to  the  others,  "  we  never  had  any  clear  proof 
that  the  scoundrel  Retief  came  to  grief.  From  what  I 
remember,  things  were  very  hot  for  him  at  the  time  of 
his  disappearance.  Maybe  the  man's  right.  However  " 
— ^turning  to  the  others — "  I  should  not  be  surprised  if 
Mr.  Retief  has  overreached  himself  this  time.  A  thousand 
head  of  cattle  cannot  be  easily  hidden,  or,  for  that  matter, 
disposed  of.  Neither  can  they  travel  fast;  and,  as  for 
tracking,  well  " — with  a  shrug — "  in  this  case  it  should 
be  child's  play." 

"  I  hope  it  will  prove  as  you  anticipate,"  put  in  John 
Allandale  concisely.  "  Wliat  you  suggest  has  been 
experienced  by  us  before.  However,  the  matter,  I  feel 
sure,  is  in  capable  hands." 

The  officer  was  thinking  deeply.  Lablache  struggled  to 
his  feet,  and  gasped  out  his  final  words  upon  the  matter. 

"  I  want  you  to  remember,  sergeant,  this  matter  not 
only  affects  me  personally,  but  also  in  my  capacity  as  a 
justice  of  the  peace.  To  whatever  reward  I  am  able  to 
make  in  the  name  of  H.M.  Government  I  shall  add  the 
sum  of  one  thousand  dollars  for  the  recovery  of  the 
cattle,  and  the  additional  sum  of  one  thousand  dollars 
for  the  capture  of  the  miscreant  himself.  I  have  deter- 
mined to  spare  no  expense  in  the  matter  of  hunting  this 
devil  " — with  vindictive  intensity — "  down,  therefore  you 
can  draw  on  me  for  all  outlay  your  work  may  entail.  All 
I  say  is,  capture  him." 

"  I  shall  do  my  best,  Mr.  Lablache,"  Horrocks  replied 
simply.  "  And  now,  if  you  will  permit  me,  I  will  go 
down  to  the  settlement  to  give  a  few  orders  to  my  men. 
Good-morning — er — Miss  Allandale ;  good-day,  gentle- 
men.    You  will  hear  from  me  to-night." 

The  oSicer  left  in  all  the  pride  of  his  official  capacity. 

Lablache  took  his  departure  shortly  afterwards,  and 
"  Poker  "  John  and  his  niece  were  left  in  sole  possession 
of  the  office  at  the  ranch. 

The  old  man  looked  thoroughly  wearied  with  the  mental 
effort  the  interview  had  entailed  upon  him.  And  Jacky, 
watching  him,  could  not  help  noticing  how  old  her  uncl« 
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looked.  She  had  been  a  silent  observer  in  the  foregoing 
scene,  her  presence  almost  ignored  by  the  other  actors. 
Now,  however,  that  they  were  left  alone,  the  old  man 
turned  a  look  of  appealing  helplessness  upon  her.  Such 
was  the  rancher's  faith  in  this  wild,  impetuous  girl  that 
he  looked  for  her  judgment  on  what  had  passed  in  that 
room  with  the  ready  faith  of  one  who  regards  her  as 
almost  infallible.  Nor  was  the  girl  slow  to  respond  to 
his  mute  inquiry. 

"  Set  a  thief  to  catch  a  thief,  Uncle  John.  I  guess 
Horrocks,  in  spite  of  his  shifty  black  eyes,  isn't  the  man 
for  the  business.  He  might  track  the  slimmest  neche 
that  ever  crossed  the  back  of  a  choyeuse.  Lablache  is 
the  man  Retief  has  to  fear.  That  uncrowned  monarch 
of  Fofss  River  is  subtle,  and  subtlety  alone  will  serve, 
Horrocks  1  " — with  fine  disdain.  "  Say,  you  can't  shoot 
snipe  with  a  pea-shooter." 

That's  so,"  replied  John,  with  weary  thoughtless- 
ness. "  Do  you  know,  child,  I  can't  help  feeling  a  strange 
satisfaction  that  this  Retief's  victim  is  Lablache.  But 
there,  one  never  knows,  when  such  a  man  is  about,  who 
will  be  the  next  to  suffer.  I  suppose  we  must  take  our 
chance  and  trust  to  the  protection  of  the  police." 

The  girl  had  walked  to  the  window,  and  now  stood 
framed  in  the  casement  of  it.  She  turned  back  towards 
the  old  man  as  he  finished  speaking,  and  a  quiet  smile 
hovered  round  the  corners  of  her  fresh,  ripe  lips. 

"  I  don't  think  Retief  will  bother  us  any — at  least,  he 
never  did  before.  Somehow,  I  don't  think  he's  an 
ordinary  rascal."  She  turned  back  to  the  window. 
"  Hallo  I     Bill's  coming  right  along  up  the  avenue." 

A  moment  later  "  Lord  "  Bill,  lazily  cheerful,  stepped 
in  through  the  open  French  window.  The  selling  up  of 
his  ranch  seemed  to  have  made  little  difference  to  his 
philosophical  temperament.  He  was  clad  in  a  tweed 
lounging  suit,  and  a  pair  of  well-polished  brown  leather 
boots.  He  was  smokmg  a  cigarette  as  he  came  up,  but 
he  threw  it  away  as  he  entered  the  room. 

"Morning,  John  I  How  are  you,  Jacky?  I  needn't 
ask  you  if  you  have  heard  the  news.  I  saw  Sergeant 
Horrocks  and  old  Shylock  leaving  your  verandah.  Hot 
lot — ^isn't  it?     And  all  Lablache's  cattle,  too." 

A  look  of  deep  concern  was  on  his  keen  face,     Lablache 
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might  have  been  his  dearest  friend.  Jacky  smiled  over 
at  him.     "  Poker  "  John  looked  pained. 

*'  Guess  you're  right,  Bill,"  said  the  rancher.  "  Hot — 
very  hot.  I  pity  the  poor  devil  if  Lablache  lays  a  hand 
on  him.  Excuse  me,  boy,  I'm  going  down  to  the  barn. 
We've  got  a  couple  of  ponies  we're  breaking  to  harness." 

The  old  man  departed.  The  others  watched  the  burly 
figure  as  he  passed  out  of  the  door.  His  whole  personality 
seemed  shrunken  of  late.  The  old  robustness  seemed  a 
thing  of  the  past.  The  last  two  months  seemed  to  have 
put  ten  years  of  ageing  upon  the  kindly  old  man.  Jacky 
sighed  as  the  door  closed  behind  him,  and  there  was  no 
smile  in  her  eyes  as  she  turned  again  to  her  lover.  Bill's 
face  had  become  serious. 

"  Well  ?  " — in  a  tone  of  almost  painful  anxiety. 

The  girl  had  started  forward,  and  was  leaning  with  her 
two  brown  hands  upon  the  back  of  a  chair.  Her  face 
was  pale  beneath  her  tan,  and  her  eyes  were  bright  with 
excitement.  For  answer.  Bill  stepped  to  the  French 
window,  and  closed  it,  having  first  glanced  up  and  down 
the  verandah  to  see  that  it  was  empty.  Not  a  soul  was 
in  sight.  The  tall  pines  which  lined  the  approach  to  the 
house  waved  silently  in  the  light  breeze.  The  clear  sky  was 
gloriously  blue.     On  everything  was  the  peace  of  summer. 

The  man  swung  round,  and  came  towards  the  girl. 
His  eagle  face  was  lit  up  by  an  expression  of  triumph. 
He  held  out  his  two  hands,  and  the  girl  placed  her  own 
in  them.  He  drew  her  towards  him,  and  embraced  her 
in  silence.  Then  he  moved  a  little  away  from  her.  His 
gleaming  eyes  indexed  the  activity  of  his  mind. 

"  The  cattle  are  safe — as  houses.  It  was  a  grand  piece 
of  work,  dear.  They  would  never  have  faced  the  path 
without  your  help.  Say,  girlie,  I'm  an  infant  at  handling 
stock  compared  with  you.     Now,  what  news  ?  " 

Jacky  was  smiling  tenderly  into  the  strong  face  of  the 
man.  She  could  not  help  but  wonder  at  the  reckless 
daring  of  this  man,  who  so  many  set  down  as  a  lazy  good- 
for-nothing.  She  knew — she  had  always  known — ^the 
strong  character  underlying  that  indolent  exterior.  She 
gloried  in  his  daring,  and  something  of  the  spirit  which 
had  caused  her  to  help  her  half-brother  now  forced  from 
her  an  almost  worshipping  adoration  for  her  lover. 

"  Horrocks  is  to  spare  no  expense  in  tracking — Retief 
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— down."  JShe  laughed  silently.  "  Lablache  is  to  pay. 
They  are  going  over  the  old  ground  again,  I  guess.  The 
tracks  of  the  cattle.  Horrocks  is  not  to  be  feared.  We 
must  watch  Lablache.  He  will  act.  Horrocks  will  only 
be  his  puppet." 

Bill  pondered  before  he  spoke. 

"  Yes,"  he  said  thoughtfully  at  last ;  "  that  is  the  best 
of  news — the  very  best.  Horrocks  can  track.  He  is 
one  of  the  best  at  that  game.  But  I  have  taken  every 
precaution.     Tracking  is  useless — waste  of  time." 

"  I  know  that  from  past  experience,  Bill.  Now  that 
the  campaign  has  begun,  what  is  the  next  move  ?  " 

The  girl  was  all  eagerness.  Her  beautiful  dark  face 
was  no  longer  pale ;  it  was  aglow  with  enthusiasm.  Her 
deep  eyes  burned  with  a  consuming  brilliancy.  She 
was  wondrously  beautiful.  Bill  gazed  upon  her  with 
devouring  eyes,  and  thoughts  of  the  wrongs  committed 
by  Lablache  against  her  and  hers  teemed  through  his 
brain,  and  set  his  blood  surging  through  his  veins  in  a 
manner  that  threatened  to  overbalance  his  usual  cool 
judgment.  He  forced  himself  to  an  outward  calmness, 
however,  and  the  lazy  tones  of  his  voice  remained  as  easy 
as  ever. 

"  On  the  result  of  the  next  move  much  will  depend," 
he  said.  "  It  is  to  be  a  terrific  coup,  and  will  entail 
careful  planning.  It  is  fortunate  that  the  people  at  the 
half-breed  camp  are  the  friends  of — of — Retief." 

"  Yes ;  and  of  mine,"  put  in  the  girl.  Then  she  added 
slowly,  and  as  though  with  painful  thought :  "  Say,  Bill, 
be— be  careful.  I  guess  you  are  all  I  have  in  the  world 
— you  and  uncle.  Do  you  know,  I've  kind  of  seen  to  the 
end  of  this  racket.  Maybe  there's  trouble  coming.  There 
are  shadows  around.  Bill;  the  place  fairly  hums  with 
'em.  Say,  don't — don't  give  Lablache  a  slant  at  you. 
I  can't  spare  you,  Bill !  " 

The  tall,  thin  figure  stepped  over  to  her,  and  she  felt 
herself  encircled  by  his  long,  powerful  arms.  Then  he 
bent  down  from  his  great  height  and  kissed  her  passionately 
upon  the  lips. 

"  Take  comfort,  little  girl.  This  is  a  war,  if  necessary, 
to  the  death.  Yes,  I  will  be  careful,  Jacky.  We  are 
playing  for  a  heavy  stake.     You  may  trust  me." 


CHAPTER   XV 

AMONG    THE    HALF-BREEDS 

Lablache  was  wrapt  in  a  craving  for  money-making 
and  the  inevitable  power  which  the  accumulation  of 
great  wealth  must  give  him.  In  all  his  deahngs  he  was 
perfectly — at  least  outwardly — calm,  and  he  never 
allowed  anger  to  thwart  his  ends.  An  inexorable  pur- 
pose governed  his  actions  to  an  extent  which  never  per- 
mitted him  to  make  a  false  move  or  to  show  his  hand 
prematurely.  But  this  latest  reverse  had  upset  him 
more  than  he  had  ever  been  upset  in  his  life,  and  all  the 
latent  force  of  his  character  had  suddenly  been  precipi- 
tated into  a  torrent  of  ungovernable  fury.  He  had  been 
wounded  deeply.  Thirty-five  thousand  of  his  precious 
dollars  had  been  ruthlessly  torn  from  his  capacious  and 
retentive  money-bags. 

Thought  was  very  busy  within  that  massive  head  as 
he  lumped  heavily  along  from  John  Allandale's  house.in 
the  direction  of  his  own  store.  Some  slight  satisfaction 
was  his  at  the  reflection  of  the  prompt  assistance  he  had 
obtained  from  the  police.  He  knew  Horrocks  to  be 
capable,  and  although  he  did  not  place  too  much  reliance 
on  that  prairie-man's  judgment,  still  he  knew  that  he 
could  not  have  obtained  better  assistance,  and  was  there- 
fore as  content  as  circumstances  would  permit.  That  he 
was  sanguine  of  recovering  his  property  was  doubtful. 
He  did  not  permit  himself  to  dwell  on  the  desired  result, 
or  to  anticipate.  He  would  simply  leave  no  stone  un- 
turned to  bnng  about  the  recovery  of  his  stolen  property. 

At  length  the  great  man  reached  his  oJBfice,  and  threw 
himself  into  his  capacious  wicker  chair.  He  was  in  no 
mood  for  business.  Instead,  he  gazed  long  and  thought- 
fully out  of  his  office  window.  What  sombre,  vengeful 
F  121 
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thoughts  were  teeming  through  his  brain  would  be  hard 
to  tell.     His  sphinx-like  expression  was  a  blank. 

In  this  way  half  an  hour  and  more  passed;  then  his 
attention  became  fixed  upon  a  tall  figure  sauntering 
slowly  towards  the  settlement  from  the  direction  of 
Allandale's  ranch.  In  a  moment  Lablache  had  stirred 
himself,  and  a  pair  of  field-glasses  were  levelled  at  the 
unconscious  pedestrian.  A  moment  later  an  exclamation 
of  annoyance  broke  from  the  moneylender. 

**  Curse  the  man  I  Am  I  never  to  be  rid  of  this  damned 
Englishman  ?  "  He  stood  now  gazing  malevolently  at 
the  tall  figure  of  '*  Lord  "  Bill,  who  was  leisurely  making 
his  way  towards  the  village.  For  the  time  being  the 
channel  of  Lablache's  thoughts  had  changed  its  direction. 
He  had  hoped,  in  foreclosing  his  mortgages  on  the  English- 
man's property,  to  have  rid  Foss  River  of  the  latter 's,  to 
him,  hateful  presence.  But  since  misfortune  had  come 
upon  "  Lord  "  Bill,  the  Allandales  and  he  had  become 
closer  friends  than  ever.  This  result  was  a  greater  hatred 
for  the  object  of  his  vengeance,  and  a  lasting  determination 
to  rid  Foss  River  of  the  Englishman  for  ever. 

In  the  meantime,  Horrocks  was  hot  upon  the  trail  of 
the  lost  cattle.  The  track  left  by  the  fast-driven  beasts 
was  apparent  to  the  veriest  greenhorn,  and  long  before 
evening  closed  in  he  had  followed  the  footprints  right 
down  to  the  edge  of  the  great  muskeg,  and  already  Hor- 
rocks anticipated  a  smart  capture.  But  his  task  seemed 
easier  than  it  really  was. 

On  the  brink  of  the  keg  the  tracks  became  confused. 
With  some  difficulty  the  sleuth  instincts  of  these  accom- 
plished trackers  led  them  to  follow  the  marks  for  a  mile 
and  a  half  along  the  edge  of  the  mire;  then,  it  seemed, 
the  herd  had  bween  turned  and  driven  with  great  speed 
back  on  their  tracks.  But  worse  confusion  became 
apparent,  and  "  the  Ferret  "  soon  realised  that  the  herd 
had  been  driven  up  and  down  along  the  border  of  the 
great  keg  with  a  view  to  evading  further  pursuit.  So 
frequently  had  this  been  done  that  it  was  impossible  to 
further  trace  the  stock,  and  the  sun  was  already  sinking 
when  Horrocks  dismounted,  and  with  him  his  men  were 
at  last  forced  to  acknowledge  defeat. 

He  had  come  to  a  standstill  with  a  stretch  of  a  mile  and 
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a  half  of  cattle  tracks  before  him.  There  was  no  sign 
further  than  this  of  where  the  beasts  had  been  driven. 
The  keg  itself  gave  no  clue.  It  was  as  green  and  trackless 
as  ever,  and  again  on  the  land  side  there  was  not  a  single 
footprint  beyond  the  confused  marks  along  the  quagmire's 
dangerous  border. 

Horrocks  was  looking  out  across  the  great  keg. 
Strangely  enough,  they  had  halted  within  twenty  yards 
of  the  willow  bush,  at  which  point  the  secret  path  across 
the  mire  began. 

"  It's  plain  enough,  I  guess.  Yonder  is  the  direction 
taken  by  the  cattle,"  he  said,  nodding  his  head  towards 
the  distant  peaks  of  the  mountains  beyond.  "  But  who's 
got  the  nerve  to  follow  'em?  Say,"  he  went  on  sharply, 
"  somewhere  along  this  bank,  I  mean  in  a  mile  and  a  half 
of  hoof  marks,  there's  a  path  turns  out,  or,  at  least,  firm 
ground  by  which  it  is  possible  to  cross  this  devil's  keg. 
It  must  be  so.  Cattle  can't  be  spirited  away.  Unless, 
of  course — but  no,  a  man  don't  duff  cattle  to  drown  'em 
in  a  swamp.  They've  crossed  this  pernicious  mire,  boys. 
We  may  nab  our  friend  Retief,  but  we'll  never  clap  eyes 
on  those  beasts." 

"  It's  the  same  old  business  over  again,  sergeant,"  said 
one  of  the  troopers.  "  I  was  on  this  job  before,  and  I 
reckon  we  landed  hereabouts  every  time  we  lit  on  Retief 's 
trail.  But  we  never  got  no  further.  Yonder  keg  is  a 
mighty  hard  nut  to  crack.  I  guess  the  half-breed 's  got 
the  bulge  on  us.  If  path  across  the  mire  there  is  he  knows 
it  and  we  don't,  and,  as  you  say,  who's  goin'  to  follow 
him  ?  "  Having  delivered  himself  of  these  sage  remarks, 
he  stepped  to  the  brink  of  the  mire  and  put  his  foot  heavily 
upon  its  surface.  His  top-boot  sank  quickly  through  the 
yielding  crust,  and  the  black  subsoil  rose  with  oily» 
sucking  action,  and  his  foot  was  immediately  buried  out 
of  sight.  He  drew  it  out  sharply,  a  shudder  of  horror 
quickening  his  action.  Strong  man  and  hardy  as  he 
was,  the  muskeg  inspired  him  with  a  superstitious  terror. 
"  Guess  there  ain't  no  following  them  beasties  through 
that,  sergeant.     Leastways,  not  for  me." 

Horrocks  had  watched  his  subordinate's  action  thought- 
fully. He  knew,  without  showing,  that  no  man  or  beast 
could  attempt  to  cross  the  mire  with  any  hope  of  success 
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without  the  knowledge  of  some  secret  path.  That  such 
a  path,  or  paths,  existed  he  believed,  for  many  were  the 
stories  of  how  criminals  in  past  days  escaped  prairie  law 
by  such  means.  However,  he  had  no  knowledge  of  any 
such  paths  himself,  and  he  had  no  intention  of  sacrificing 
his  life  uselessly  in  an  attempt  to  discover  the  keg's  most 
jealously  guarded  secret. 

He  turned  back  to  his  horse  and  prepared  to  vault  into 
the  saddle. 

"  It's  no  use,  boys.  We  are  done  for  to-day.  You  can 
ride  back  to  the  settlement.  I  have  another  little  matter 
on  hand.  If  any  of  you  see  Lablache  just  tell  him  I  shall 
join  him  in  about  two  hours'  time." 

Horrocks  rode  off  and  his  four  troopers  headed  towards 
the  Foss  River, 

Despite  the  fact  that  his  horse  had  been  under  the 
saddle  for  nearly  eight  hours,  Horrocks  rode  at  a  great 
pace. 

He  avoided  the  settlement,  leaving  it  well  to  the  west, 
and  turned  in  the  direction  of  the  half-breed  camp.  There 
was  an  ex-Government  scout  living  in  this  camp  whom  he 
knew;  a  man  who  was  willing  to  sell  his  late  employers 
any  information  he  chanced  to  possess.  It  was  the 
officer's  intention  to  see  this  man  and  purchase  all  he 
had  to  sell,  if  it  happened  to  be  worth  buying.  Hence  his 
visit  to  the  camp. 

The  evening  shadows  were  fast  lengthening  when  he 
espied  in  the  distance  the  squalid  shacks  and  dilapidated 
teepees  of  the  Breeds. 

From  a  slight  rising  ground  Horrocks  looked  down  on 
what  might  have,  at  first  sight,  been  taken  for  a  small 
village.  A  scattering  of  small  tumble-down  shacks, 
about  fifty  in  number,  set  out  on  the  fresh  green  of  the 
prairie,  created  the  first  blot  of  uncleanly,  uncouth  habi- 
tation upon  the  view.  Add  to  these  a  proportionate 
number  of  ragged  tents  and  teepees,  a  crowd  of  unwashed, 
and,  for  the  most  part,  undressed,  children,  a  hundred 
fierce  and  half -starved  dogs  of  the  "  husky "  type. 
Imagine  a  stench  of  dung-fire  cooking,  and  the  gathering 
of  millions  of  mosquitoes  about  a  few  choyeuses  and  fat 
cattle  grazing  near  by,  and  the  picture  as  it  first  presents 
itself  is  complete. 
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At  the  first  shack  he  drew  up  and  instantly  became  the 
centre  of  attention  from  a  pack  of  yelping  dogs  and  a 
number  of  half-fearful,  wide-eyed  ragamuffins,  grimy 
children  nearly  naked  and  ranging  in  age  from  two  years 
up  to  twelve.  Young  as  the  latter  were  they  were  an 
evil-looking  collection.  The  noisy  greeting  of  the  camp 
dogs  had  aroused  the  elders  from  their  indolent  repose 
within  the  shacks,  and  Horrocks  quickly  became  aware 
of  a  furtive  spying  from  within  the  darkened  doorways 
and  paneless  windows. 

The  reception  was  nothing  unusual  to  the  officer.  The 
Breeds,  he  knew,  always  fought  shy  of  the  police.  As  a 
rule,  such  a  visit  as  the  present  portended  an  arrest,  and 
they  were  never  quite  sure  who  the  victim  was  to  be 
and  the  possible  consequences.  Crime  was  so  common 
amongst  these  people  that  in  nearly  every  family  it  was 
possible  to  find  one  or  more  law-breaker,  and,  more  often 
than  not,  the  delinquent  was  liable  to  capital  punishment. 

Ignoring  his  cool  reception,  Horrocks  hitched  his  horse 
to  a  tree  and  stepped  up  to  the  shack,  regardless  of  the 
vicious  snapping  of  the  dogs.  The  children  fled  pre- 
cipitately at  his  approach.  At  the  door  of  the  house  he 
halted. 

"  Hallo  there,  within  1  "  he  called. 

There  was  a  moment's  pause,  and  he  heard  a  whispered 
debate  going  on  in  the  shadowy  interior. 

'*  Hey  I  "  he  called  again.  "  Get  a  hustle  on,  some  of 
you.  Get  out  I  "  he  snapped  sharply,  as  a  great  husky, 
with  bristling  hair,  came  snuffing  at  his  legs.  He  aimed  a 
kick  at  the  dog,  which,  in  response,  sullenly  retreated  to 
a  safe  distance. 

The  angry  tone  of  his  second  summons  had  its  effect, 
and  a  figure  moved  cautiously  within  and  finalJy  ap- 
proached the  door. 

"  Eh,  what  is  it  ?  "  asked  a  deep,  guttural  voice,  and  a 
bulky  form  framed  itself  in  the  opening. 

The  police-officer  eyed  the  man  keenly.  The  twilight 
had  so  far  deepened  that  there  was  barely  sufficient  light 
to  distinguish  the  man's  features,  but  Horrocks 's  survey 
satisfied  him  as  to  the  fellow's  identity.  He  was  a  re- 
pulsive specimen  of  the  Breed;  the  dark,  lowering  face 
had  something  utterly  cruel  in  its  expression.     The  cast 
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was  brutal  in  the  extreme ;  sensual,  criminal.  The  shifty 
black  eyes  looked  anywhere  but  into  the  policeman's 
face. 

"  That  you,  Gustave  ? "  said  Horrocks,  pleasantly 
enough.  He  wished  to  inspire  confidence.  "  I'm  looking 
for  Gautier.  I've  got  a  nice  little  job  for  him.  Do  you 
know  where  he  is  ?  " 

**  Ugh  1  "  grunted  Gustave  heavily,  but  with  a  de- 
cided air  of  relief.  He  entertained  a  wholesome  dread  of 
Sergeant  Horrocks.  '*  I  see,"  he  went  on,  gazing  out 
across  the  prairie ;  "  this  is  not  a  warrant  business,  eh  ? 
Guess  Gautier  is  back  there  " — with  a  jerk  of  a  thumb  in 
a  vague  direction  behind  him.  "  He's  in  his  shack. 
Gautier's  just  hooked  up  with  another  squaw," 

"Another?"  Horrocks  whistled  softly.  "Why, 
that's  the  sixth  to  my  knowledge.  How  much  did  he 
pay  the  neche  this  time  ?  " 

Two  steers  and  a  sheep,"  said  the  man,  with  an  oily 
grin. 

**  Ah,  I  wonder  how  he  acquired  'em  ?  Well,  I'll  go 
and  find  him.  Gautier  is  smart,  but  he'll  land  himself 
in  the  penitentiary  if  he  goes  on  marrying  squaws  at  that 
price.     Say,  which  is  his  shack  did  you  say  f  " 

"  Back  thar.  You'll  see  it.  He's  just  limed  the  out- 
side of  it.  Guess  white's  the  colour  his  new  squaw  fancies 
most.     S'long." 

The  man  was  glad  to  be  rid  of  his  visitor.  In  spite  of 
the  sergeant's  assurance,  Gustave  never  felt  comfortable 
in  the  officer's  presence.  Horrocks  moved  off  in  search 
of  the  white  hut,  while  the  Breed,  with  furtive  eyes, 
watched  his  progress. 

There  was  no  difficulty  in  locating  the  shack  in  that 
colony  of  grime.  Even  in  the  darkness  the  gleaming 
white  of  the  ex-spy's  abode  stood  out  prominently.  The 
dogs  and  children  now  tacitly  acknowledged  the  right  of 
the  police-officer's  presence  in  their  camp,  and  allowed 
him  to  move  about  apparently  unnoticed.  He  wound 
his  way  amongst  the  huts  and  tents,  ever  watchful  and 
alert,  always  aiming  for  Gautier's  hut.  He  knew  that  in 
this  place  at  night  his  life  was  not  worth  much.  A  shot 
from  behind,  and  no  one  would  ever  know  who  had 
dropped  him. 
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He  found  Gautier  sitting  at  his  hut  door  waiting  for 
him. 

"  Well,  sergeant,  what's  your  best  news  ?  "  Gautier 
asked  civilly.  He  was  a  bright,  intelligent-looking,  dusky 
man,  of  perhaps  forty  years.  His  face  was  less  brutal 
than  that  of  the  other  Breed,  but  it  was  none  the  less 
cunning.     He  was  short  and  massively  built. 

"  That's  just  what  I've  come  to  ask  you,  Gautier.  I 
think  you  can  tell  me  all  I  want  to  know,  if  you've  a  notion 
to.  Say " — with  a  keen  look  round — "  can  we  talk 
here?" 

There  was  not  a  soul  visible  but  an  occasional  playing 
child.  It  was  curious  how  quiet  the  camp  had  become. 
Horrocks  was  not  deceived,  however.  He  knew  that  a 
hundred  pairs  of  eyes  were  watching  him  from  the  recesses 
of  the  huts. 

"  No  talk  here."  Gautier  was  serious,  and  his  words 
conveyed  a  lot.  '*  It's  bad  medicine  your  coming  to- 
night. But  there  " — with  a  return  to  nis  cunning  look 
— *'  I  don't  know  that  I've  got  anything  to  tell." 

Horrocks  laughed  softly. 

"  Yes — yes,  I  know.  You  needn't  be  afraid."  Then, 
lowering  his  voice  :  "  I've  got  a  roll  of  bills  in  my 
pocket. 

"  Ah,  then  don't  stay  here  talking.  There's  lots  to  tell, 
but  they'd  kill  me  if  they  suspected.  Where  can  I  sec 
you — quiet-like?  They  won't  lose  sight  of  me  if  they 
can  help  it,  but  I  reckon  I'm  ^rood  for  the  best  of  'em." 

The  man's  attempt  to  look  smcere  was  almost  ludicrous. 
His  cunning  eyes  twinkled  with  cupidity.  Horrocks  kept 
his  voice  down. 

"  Right.  I  shall  be  at  Lablache's  store  in  an  hour's 
time.  You  must  see  me  to-night."  Then  aloud,  for  the 
benefit  of  listening  ears  :  "  You  be  careful  what  you  are 
doing.  This  promiscuous  buying  of  wives,  with  cattle 
which  you  may  have  difficulty  in  accounting  for  your 
possession  of,  will  lead  you  into  trouble.  Mind,  I've 
warned  you.     Just  look  to  it." 

His  last  sentences  were  called  out  as  he  moved  away, 
and  Gautier  quite  understood. 

Horrocks  did  not  return  the  way  he  had  come,  but 
took  a  circuitous  route  through  the  camp.     He  thought 
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it  as  well  to  take  a  look  round.  He  hardly  knew  what  he 
expected  to  find  out — if  anjrthing.  But  he  required 
information  of  Retief,  and  he  was  fully  alive  to  the  fact 
that  all  that  individual's  movements  would  be  known 
here.  He  trusted  to  luck  to  help  him  to  discover  some- 
thing. 

He  had  made  an  almost  complete  circuit  of  the  camp. 
He  came  to  a  stand  close  beside  one  of  the  outlying 
teepees.  He  was  just  preparing  to  fill  his  pipe  when  he 
became  aware  of  voices  talking  loudly  close  by.  The 
sound  proceeded  from  the  teepee.  From  force  of  habit 
he  listened.  The  tones  were  gruff,  and  almost  Indian- 
like in  brevity.  The  language  was  the  bastard  jargon 
of  the  French  half-breed.  For  a  moment  he  was  doubtful. 
Then  his  attention  became  riveted. 

"  Yes,"  said  one  voice,  "  he  is  a  good  man,  is  Peter. 
When  he  has  plenty  he  spends  it.  He  does  not  rob  the 
poor  Breed.  Only  the  white  man.  Peter  is  clever. 
Very." 

Then  another  voice,  deep-toned  and  full,  took  up  the 
eulogy. 

'•  Peter  knows  how  to  spend  his  money.  He  spends  it 
among  his  friends.  It  is  good.  How  much  whisky  will  he 
buy,  think  you  ?  " 

Another  voice  chipped  in  at  this  point,  and  Horrocks 
strained  his  ears  to  catch  the  words,  for  the  voice  was  the 
voice  of  a  female. 

"  He  said  he  would  pay  for  everything — all  we  could 
cat  and  drink — and  that  the  pusky  should  be  held  the 
night  after  to-morrow.  He  will  come  himself,  and  dance 
the  Red  River  jig.  Peter  is  a  great  dancer,  and  will  dance 
all  others  down." 

Then  the  first  speaker  laughed. 

"  Peter  must  have  a  long  stocking  if  he  would  pay  for 
all.  A  barrel  of  rye  would  not  go  far,  and  as  for  food, 
he  must  bring  several  of  the  steers  which  he  took  from  old 
Lablache  if  he  would  feed  us.  But  Peter  is  always  as  good 
as  his  word.  He  said  he  would  pay.  And  he  will  pay. 
When  does  he  come  to  prepare  ?  " 

"  He  does  not  come.  He  has  left  the  money  with 
Baptiste,  who  will  see  to  everytliing.  Peter  will  not  give 
a  chance." 
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"  But  how  ?  The  dance  will  be  a  danger  to  him,"  said 
the  woman's  voice. 

**  Peter  will  be  prepared  if  the  damned  police  come. 
Have  no  fear  for  Peter.     He  is  bold." 

The  voices  ceased,  and  Horrocks  waited  a  little  longer. 
But  presently,  when  the  voices  again  became  audible, 
the  subject  of  conversation  had  changed,  and  he  realised 
that  he  was  not  likely  to  hear  more  that  would  help  him. 
So,  with  great  caution,  he  stole  quickly  away  to  where 
his  horse  was  tied.  He  mounted  hastily  and  rode  off, 
glad  to  be  away  from  that  reeking  camp,  and  greatly 
elated  with  the  success  of  his  visit. 

He  had  learned  a  lot.  And  he  was  to  hear  more  yet 
from  Gautier.  He  felt  that  the  renowned  **  hustler " 
was  already  in  his  clutches.  His  spurs  went  sharply 
into  his  broncho's  flanks,  and  he  raced  over  the  prairie 
towards  the  settlement. 


E  2 


CHAPTER   XVI 

OAUTIER    CAUSES    DISSENSION 

**  Sit  down  and  let  me  hear  the — worst  I  *' 

Lablache's  voice  rasped  harshly  as  he  delivered  his 
mandate,  Horrocks  had  just  arrived  at  the  money- 
lender's store  after  his  visit  to  the  half-breed  camp.  The 
police  officer  looked  weary. 

"  Have  you  got  anything  to  cat  7  "  Horrocks  re- 
torted quickly,  ignoring  the  other's  commands.  *'  I  am 
famished.  Had  nothing  since  I  set  out  from  Stormy 
Qoud." 

Lablache  struck  a  table  bell  sharply,  and  one  of  his 
clerks  entered.  The  moneylender's  clerks  always  worked 
early  and  late. 

"  Just  go  over  to  the  saloon,  Markham,  and  tell  them  to 
send  supper  for  one — something  substantial  !  "  he  called 
out  after  the  man,  who  hastened  to  obey. 

The  man  disappeared  in  a  twinkling,  and  Lablache 
turned  to  his  visitor  again. 

"  They'll  send  it  over  at  once.  There's  some  whisky 
in  that  bottle  " — pointing  to  a  small  cabinet.  "  Help 
yourself.     It'll  buck  you  up  I  " 

Horrocks  obeyed  with  alacrity,  and  the  genial  spirit 
considerably  refreshed  him.  He  then  reseated  himself 
opposite  to  his  host,  who  had  faced  round  from  his 
desk. 

"  My  news  is  not  the — worst,  as  you  seem  to  anticipate ; 
although,  perhaps,  it  might  have  been  better,"  the  officer 
began.  '*  In  fact,  I  am  fairly  well  pleased  with  the  result 
my  day's  work." 

"  Which  mear>s,  I  take  it,  that  you  have  discovered  a 
clue." 

Lablache's  heavy  eyes  gleamed. 
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"  Rather  more  than  a  clue/'  Horrocks  went  on  re- 
flectively. "  My  information  relates  more  to  the  man 
than  to  the  beasts.  We  shall,  I  think,  lay  our  hands  on 
this— Retief." 

**  Good — ^good  I  "  murmured  the  moneylender,  inclining 
his  heavy,  jowled  head.  "  Find  the  man  and  we  shall 
recover  the  cattle." 

"  I  am  not  sp  sure  of  that,"  put  in  the  other.  "  How- 
ever, we  shall  sec." 

Lablachc  looked  slightly  disappointed.  The  capture 
of  Retief  seemed  to  him  synonymous  with  the  recovery 
of  his  stock.  However,  he  waited  for  his  visitor  to 
proceed. 

For  a  moment  further  talk  was  interrupted  by  the 
entry  of  a  man  with  Horrocks's  supper.  When  the  fellow 
had  withdrawn  the  police  officer  began  his  repast  and 
the  narration  of  his  story  at  the  same  time.  Lablache 
w^atched  and  listened  with  an  undisturbed  concentration. 
He  refrained  from  interruption,  excepting  where  the 
significance  of  certain  points  in  the  story  escaped  him, 
and,  at  the  conclusion,  he  was  as  conversant  with  the 
situation  as  though  he  had  been  present  at  the  investi- 
gation. The  great  man  was  profoundly  impressed  with 
what  he  heard.  Not  so  much  with  the  shrewdness  of  the 
officer  as  with  the  simple  significance  of  the  loss  of  further 
trace  of  the  cattle  at  the  edge  of  the  muskeg. 

"  It  is  a  curious  thing,"  he  said  retrospectively,  as  the 
policeman  ceased  speafing,  "  that  in  all  previous  raids 
of  this  Retief  we  have  invariably  tracked  the  lost  stock 
down  to  this  point.  Of  course,  as  you  say,  there  is  not 
the  slightest  doubt  that  the  beasts  have  been  herded 
over  the  keg.  Everything  seems  to  me  to  hinge  on  the 
discovery  of  that  path.  That  is  the  problem  which  con- 
fronts us  chiefly.  How  arc  we  to  find  the  secret  of  the 
crossing  ?  " 

"  It  cannot  be  done,"  said  Horrocks  simply,  but  with 
decision. 

"  Nonsense  1  "  exclaimed  the  other.  "  Retief  knows 
it,  and  the  others  with  him.  Those  cattle  could  not 
have  been  herded  over  single-handed.  Now  to  me  it 
seems  plain  that  the  crossing  is  a  very  open  secret  amongst 
"ac  Breeds." 


the  Bree 
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'*  And  you  do  not  consider  the  possible  capture  of 
Retief  as  being  the  most  important  feature  of  the  case  ?  " 

"  Important,  certainly.  But,  for  the  moment,  of 
minor  consideration.  Once  we  discover  the  means  by 
which  he  secretes  his  stock — and  the  hiding-place — we 
can  stop  his  depredations  and  turn  all  our  energies  to  his 
capture.  You  follow  me  ?  At  first  I  was  inclined  to  think 
with  you  that  the  capture  of  the  man  would  be  the  best 
thing.  But  now  it  seems  to  me  the  easiest  method  of 
procedure  will  be  the  discovery  of  that  path." 

The  rasping  tone  in  which  Lablache  spoke  conveyed 
to  the  other  his  unalterable  conviction.  The  prairie 
man,  however,  remained  unconvinced. 

"  Well,"  he  replied,  after  a  moment's  deliberation, 
**  I  cannot  say  I  agree  with  you.  Open  secret  or  not, 
I've  a  notion  that  we'd  stand  a  better  chance  of  dis- 
covering the  profoundest  of  state  secrets  than  elicit 
information,  even  supposing  them  to  possess  it,  of  this 
description  from  the  Breeds.  I  expect  Gautier  here  in 
a  few  minutes ;   we  shall  hear  what  he  has  to  say." 

"  I  trust  he  may  have  something  to  say." 

Lablache  snapped  his  reply  out  in  that  peculiar  tone 
of  his  which  spoke  volumes.  It  never  failed  to  anger 
him  to  have  his  opinions  gainsaid.  Then  his  manner 
changed  slightly,  and  his  mood  seemed  to  become  con- 
templative. Horrocks  observed  the  change  and  wondered 
what  was  coming.  The  moneylender  cleared  his  throat 
and  spat  into  the  stove.  Then  he  spoke  with  that  slow 
deliberation  which  was  his  when  thinking  deeply. 

"  Two  years  ago,  when  Retief  did  what  he  liked  in 
this  part  of  the  country,  there  were  many  stories  going 
about  as  to  his  relationship  with  a  certain  lady  in  this 
settlement." 

"  Miss  Allandale — yes,  I  have  heard." 

"  Just  so ;  some  said  that  she — er — was  very  partial 
to  him.  Some,  that  they  were  distantly  connected. 
All  were  of  opinion  that  she  knew  a  great  deal  of  the 
man  if  she  only  chose  to  tell. 

"  Perhaps  you — er — do  not  know,"  he  pursued,  care- 
fully lightmg  his  pipe  and  pressing  the  charred  tobacco 
down  with  the  tip  of  his  little  finger,  "  that  this  girl  is 
the  daughter  of  a  Breed  mother  ?  " 
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"  I  hadn*t  a  notion," 

Horrocks's  keen  eyes  flashed  with  interest.  He,  too, 
lit  his  pipe  as  he  lounged  back  in  his  chair. 

"  She  is  a  quarter-breed,  and,  moreover,  the  esteem 
in  which  she  is  held  by  the  skulking  inhabitants  of  the 
camp  inclines  me  to  the  belief  that — er — judicious — er — 
handling " 

"  You  mean  that  through  her  we  might  obtain  the 
information  we  require  ?  " 

Horrocks  punctuated  the  other's  deliberate  utter- 
ances with  hasty  eagerness.  Lablache  permitted  a 
vague  smile  about  the  corners  of  his  mouth,  his  eyes 
remained  cold. 

'*  You  anticipate  me.  The  matter  would  need  delicate 
handling.  What  Miss  Allandale  has  done  in  the  past 
will  not  be  easy  to  find  out.  Granting,  of  course,  that 
gossip  has  not  wronged  her,"  he  went  on  doubtfully. 
'*  On  second  thoughts,  perhaps  you  had  better  leave  that 
source  of  information  to  me." 

He  relapsed  apparently  into  deep  thought.  His 
deliberation  was  full  of  guile.  He  had  a  purpose  to 
achieve.  He  wished  to  impress  upon  his  companion  a 
certain  connivance  on  the  part  of  at  least  one  member 
of  the  house  of  Allandale  with  the  doings  of  the  raider. 
He  merely  wished  to  establish  a  suspicion  in  the  mind  of 
the  officer.  Time  and  necessity  might  develop  it,  if  it 
suited  his  schemes  that  such  should  occur. 

The  calm  superiority  of  the  moneylender  was  not 
lost  upon  his  companion.  Horrocks  was  nettled,  and 
showed  it. 

'*  But  you'll  pardon  me,  Mr.  Lablache.  You  have 
offered  me  a  source  of  information  which,  as  a  police 
officer,  it  is  my  duty  to  sound.  As  you  yourself  admit, 
the  old  stories  of  a  secret  love  affair  may  have  some 
foundation  in  fact.  Accept  that,  and  what  possibilities 
are  not  opened  up  ?  Had  I  been  employed  on  the  affairs 
of  Rctief,  during  his  previous  raids,  I  should  certainly 
have  worked  upon  so  important  a  clue." 

"  Tut,  tut,  man  I  "  retorted  the  other  sharply.  "  I 
understood  you  to  be  a  keen  man  at  your  business.  A 
single  ill-timed  move  in  the  direction  we  are  discussing, 
and  the  fat  will  be  in  the  fire.     The  girl  is  as  smart  as 
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paint;  at  the  first  inkling  of  your  purpose  she'll  curl  up 
— shut  up  like  a  rat-trap.  The  Breeds  will  be  warned, 
and  we  shall  be  further  off  success  than  ever.  No,  no, 
when  it  comes  to  handling  Jacky  Allandale  you  leave  it 
to  me Ah  I  '* 

Lablachc's  ejaculation  was  the  result  of  the  sudden 
apparition  of  a  dark  face  peering  in  at  his  window.  He 
swung  round  with  lightning  rapidity,  and  before  Horrocks 
could  realise  what  he  was  doing  his  fat  hand  was  grasping 
the  butt  of  a  revolver ;  then,  with  a  grunt  of  annoyance, 
he  turned  back  to  his  guest. 

"  That's  your  Breed,  I  take  it.  For  the  moment,  I 
thought  it  was  some  one  else;  it's  always  best  in  these 
parts  to  shoot  first  and  inquire  afterwards.  I  occasionally 
get  some  strange  visitors." 

The  policeman  laughed  as  he  went  to  the  door.  His 
irritation  at  the  moneylender's  manner  was  forgotten. 

Sure  enough,  the  face  on  the  other  side  of  the  window 
belonged  to  Gautier,  and  as  Horrocks  opened  the  door 
the  Breed  pushed  his  way  stealthily  in. 

"  It's  all  right,  boss,"  said  the  man,  with  some  show 
of  anxiety,  '"  I've  slipped  'em.  I'm  watched  pretty 
closely,  but Good-evening,  sir  !  "  he  went  on,  turn- 
ing to  Lablache  with  obsequious  politeness.  "  This  is 
bad  medicine — this  business  we're  on." 

Horrocks  turned  sharply  on  the  Breed. 

"  Cut  the  cackle  and  come  to  business.  Have  you 
anything  to  tell  us  about  this  Retief?  Out  with  it 
sharp  I  " 

"  That  depends,  boss,"  said  the  man,  with  a  cunning 
smile.  "  As  you  sez,  cut  the  cackle  and  come  to  busi- 
ness. Business  means  a  deal,  and  a  deal  means  '  cash 
pappy.'     Wot's  the  figger  ?  " 

There  was  no  obsequious  politeness  about  the  fellow 
now. 

"  See  here,"  retorted  Horrocks.  "  I  don't  go  about 
blindfolded.  Neither  am  I  going  to  fling  bills  around 
without  getting  value  for  'em.  What's  your  news? 
Can  you  lay  hands  on  Retief,  or  tell  us  where  the  stock 
is  hidden  ?  " 

"  Guess  you're  lookin'  fer  somethin*  now,"  said  the 
man  impudently.     "  Ef  I  could  supply  that  informatioo 
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right  off  some  'un  'ud  hev  to  dip  deep  in  his  pocket  fur  it. 
I  ken  put  you  on  to  a  good  even  trail,  an*  fifty  dollars'  ud 
be  small  pay  for  the  trouble  an'  the  danger  I'm  put  to. 
Wot  say  ?     Fifty  o'  the  best  ?  " 

"  Mr.  Lablache  can  pay  you  if  he  chooses,  but  until  I 
know  that  your  information's  worth  it,  I  don't  part  with 
fifty  cents.  Now,  then,  we've  had  dealings  before, 
Gautier — dealings  which  have  not  always  been  to  your 
credit.  You  can  trust  me  to  part  liberally  if  you've  any- 
thing worth  telling;  but  mind  this,  you  don't  get  any- 
thing beforehand ;  and  if  you  don't  tell  us  all  you  know, 
in  you  go  to  Calford,  and  a  diet  of  skilly  'U  be  your  lot 
for  some  time  to  come." 

The  man's  face  lowered  considerably.  He  knew 
Horrocks  well,  and  was  perfectly  aware  that  he  would  be 
as  good  as  his  word. 

"  See  hyar,  sergeant,"  he  srfid  sulkily,  "  you're  mighty 
hard  on  the  Breeds,  an'  you  know  it.  It'll  come  back 
on  you,  sure,  one  o*  these  days.  Guess  I'm  going  to  play 
the  game  square.  It  ain't  fur  me  to  bluff  men  o'  your 
kidney,  only  I  like  to  know  that  you're  going  to  treat  me 
right.  Well,  this  is  what  I've  got  to  say,  an'  it's  worth 
fifty,  as  you'll  'low." 

Horrocks  propped  himself  upon  the  comer  of  the 
moneylender's  desk,  and  prepared  to  listen.  Lablache's 
lashless  eyes  were  fixed  with  a  steady,  unblinking  stare 
upon  the  half-breed's  face.  Not  a  muscle  of  his  own 
face  moved. 

The  dusky  ruffian  gave  a  preliminary  cough,  and  then 
launched  upon  his  story  with  all  the  flowery  embellish- 
ments of  which  his  inventive  fancy  was  capable.  What 
he  had  to  tell  was  practically  the  same  as  Horrocks  h;id 
overheard.  There  were  a  few  items  of  importance  which 
came  fresh  to  the  police  officer's  ears.  It  struck  Lablache 
that  the  man  spoke  in  the  manner  of  a  lesson  well  learned, 
and,  in  consequence,  his  keen  interest  soon  relaxed. 
Horrocks,  however,  judged  differently,  and  saw  in  tlic 
man's  story  a  sound  corroboration  of  his  own  information. 
As  the  story  progressed  his  interest  deepened,  and  at 
its  conclusion  he  questioned  the  half-breed  closely. 

*•  This  pusky.  I  suppose  it  will  be  the  usual  drunken 
orgie  ?  " 
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"  I  guess,"  was  the  laconic  rejoinder. 

"  Any  of  the  Breeds  from  the  other  settlements  coming 
over  ?  " 

"  Can't  say,  boss.     Like  enough,  I  take  it." 

"  And  what  is  Retief 's  object  in  defraying  all  expenses 
— in  giving  the  treat,  when  he  knows  that  the  white  men 
are  after  him  red-hot  ?  " 

"  Mebbe  it's  bluff — cheek.  Peter's  a  bold  man.  He 
snaps  his  fingers  at  the  police,"  replied  Gautier,  illustrating 
his  words  with  much  appreciation.  He  felt  he  was  getting 
a  smack  at  the  sergeant. 

"  Then  Peter's  a  fool." 

"  Guess  you're  wrong  thar.  Peter's  the  slickest 
'  bad  man  *  I've  heerd  tell  of." 

"  We'll  see.  Now  what  about  the  keg  ?  Of  course 
the  cattle  have  crossed  it.     A  secret  path  ?  " 

"  Yup." 

*'  Who  knows  the  secret  of  it  ?  " 

"  Peter." 

"Only?" 

The  Breed  hesitated.  His  furtive  eyes  shifted  from 
one  face  to  the  other  of  his  auditors.  Then,  encountering 
the  fixed  stare  of  both  men,  he  glanced  away  towards  the 
window.  He  seemed  uncomfortable  under  the  mute 
inquiry.     Then  he  went  on  doubtfully — 

"'  I  guess  thar's  others.  It's  an  old  secret  among  the 
Breeds.     An'  I've  heerd  tell  as  some  whites  know  it." 

A  swift  exchange  of  meaning  glances  passed  between 
the  two  listeners. 

"  Who  ?  " 

•'  Can't  say." 

"  Won't,  you  mean  ?  " 

"  No,  boss.  Ef  I  knew  it  'ud  pay  me  well  to  tell. 
Guess  I  don't  know.     I've  tried  to  find  out." 

"  Now  look  you.  Retief  has  always  been  supposed 
to  have  been  drowned  in  the  keg.  Where's  he  been  all 
the  time  ?  " 

The  half-breed  grinned.  Then  his  face  became  suddenly 
serious.  He  began  to  think  the  cross-questioning  was 
becoming  too  hot.  He  decided  to  draw  on  his  imagina- 
tion. 

"  Peter  was  no  more  drowned  than  I  was.     He  tricked 
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you — us  all — into  that  belief.  Gee  1  but  he's  slick.  Peter 
went  to  Montana.  When  the  States  got  too  sultry  fur 
'im  he  jest  came  right  back  hyar.  He's  been  at  the  camp 
fur  two  weeks  an'  more." 

Hor rocks  was  silent  after  this.  Then  he  turned  to 
Lablache. 

"  Anything  you'd  like  to  ask  him  ?  " 

The  moneylender  shook  his  head,  and  Horrocks  turned 
back  to  his  man. 

'*  I  guess  that's  all.  Here's  your  fifty,"  he  went  on, 
taking  a  roll  of  bills  from  his  pocket,  and  counting  out  the 
coveted  greenbacks.  "  See  and  don't  get  mad  drunk  and 
get  to  shooting.  Off  you  go  !  If  you  learn  anything 
more,  I'm  ready  to  pay  for  it." 

Gautier  took  the  bills  and  hastily  crammed  them  into 
his  pocket  as  if  he  feared  he  might  be  called  upon  to 
return  them.  Then  he  made  for  the  door.  He  hesitated 
before  he  passed  out. 

'*  Say,  sergeant,  you  ain't  goin'  fur  to  try  an'  tak'  'im 
at  the  pusky  ?  "  he  asked,  with  an  appearance  of  anxiety, 

"  That's  my  business.     Why  ?  " 

The  Breed  shrugged. 

"  Ye'U  feed  the  coyotes,  sure  as — kingdom  come.  Say, 
they'll  jest  flay  the  pelt  off  yer." 

"  Git  I  " 

When  the  door  closed,  and  the  officer  had  assured 
himself  of  the  man's  departure,  he  turned  to  his  host. 

"  Well  ?  " 

"  Well  ?  "  retorted  Lablache. 

"  What  do  you  make  of  it  ?  " 

**  An  excellent  waste  of  fifty  dollars.** 

Lablache's  face  was  expressive  of  indifference  mixed 
with  incredulity. 

"  He  told  you  what  you  already  knew,"  he  pursued, 
"  and  drew  on  his  imagination  for  the  rest.  I'll  swear 
that  Retief  has  not  been  seen  at  the  Breed  camp  for  the 
last  fortnight.  Moreover,  that  man  was  reciting  a  care- 
fully thought  out  tale.  I  fancy  you  have  something  yet 
to  learn  in  your  business,  Horrocks.  You  have  not  the 
gift  of  reading  men." 

The  police  officer's  face  was  a  study.  As  he  listened 
to  the  masterful  tone  of  his  companion  his  dark  skin 
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flushed  and  then  rapidly  paled.  A  blaze  of  anger  leapt 
into  his  keen  eyes. 

"  Unfortunately,  my  position  will  not  allow  me  to  fall 
out  with  you,"  he  said,  with  scarcely  suppressed  heat, 
**  otherwise  I  should  call  you  sharply  to  account  for 
your  insulting  remarks.  For  the  moment  we  will  pass 
them  over.  In  the  meantime,  Mr.  Lablache,  let  me  tell 
you,  my  experience  leads  me  to  trust  largely  to  the  story 
of  that  man.  Gautier  has  sold  me  a  good  deal  of  excellent 
information  in  the  past,  and  I  am  convinced  that  what 
I  have  just  now  heard  is  not  the  least  of  his  efforts  in  the 
law's  behalf.  Rascal — scoundrel — as  he  is,  he  would  not 
dare  to  set  me  on  a  false  scent " 

"  Not  if  backed  by  a  man  like  Retief — and  all  the 
half-breed  camp?     You  surprise  me." 

HoriX)cks  gritted  his  teeth. 

"  Not  even  under  those  circumstances.  I  shall  attend 
that  pusky  and  effect  the  arrest.  I  understand  these 
people  better  than  you.  I  presume  your  discretion  will 
not  permit  you  to  be  present  at  the  capture  ?  " 

It  was  Horrocks's  turn  to  sneer  now.  Lablache  remained 
unmoved.     He  merely  permitted  the  ghost  of  a  smile. 

"  My  discretion  will  not  permit  me  to  be  present  at  the 
pusky.     There  will  be  no  capture,  I  fear." 

**  Then  I'll  bid  you  good-night.  There  is  no  need  to 
further  intrude  upon  your  time." 

"  None  whatever." 

The  moneylender  did  not  attempt  to  show  the  police- 
man any  consideration.  He  had  decided  that  Horrocks 
was  a  fool,  and  when  Lablache  formed  such  an  opinion 
of  a  man  he  rarely  attempted  to  conceal  it,  especially 
when  the  man  stood  in  a  subordinate  position. 

After  seeing  the  officer  off  the  premises,  Lablache 
moved  heavily  back  to  his  desk.  The  alarm  clock  indi- 
cated ten  minutes  to  nine.  He  stood  for  some  moments 
gazing  with  introspective  eyes  at  the  timepiece.  He  was 
thinking  hard.  He  was  convinced  that  what  he  had  just 
heard  was  a  mere  fabrication,  invented  to  cover  some 
ulterior  motive.  That  motive  puzzled  him.  He  failed 
to  fathom  the  trend  of  affairs  at  all.  In  spite  of  his  out- 
ward calm  he  felt  uneasy,  and  he  started  when  he  heard 
n  loud  knocking  at  his  private  door. 
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The  moneylender's  hand  dropped  to  the  revolver  lying 
upon  the  desk,  and  he  carried  the  weapon  with  him  when 
he  went  to  answer  the  summons.  His  alarm  was  needless. 
His  late  visitor  was  "  Poker  "  John. 

The  old  rancher  came  in  sheepishly  enough.  To  any 
one  who  did  not  know  him,  his  appearance  might  have 
been  that  of  a  drink-soaked  tramp,  so  dishevelled  and 
bleared  he  looked.  Lablache  took  in  the  old  man's 
condition  in  one  swift  glance.  His  greeting  was  cordial 
— too  cordial.  Any  other  but  the  good-hearted,  simple 
old  man  would  have  been  suspicious  of  it.  Cordiality 
was  not  Lablache's  nature. 

"  Ah,  John,  better  late  than  never,"  he  exclaimed 
gutturally.     '*  Come  in  and  have  a  smoke." 

"  Yes,  I  thought  I'd  just  come  right  down  and — see  if 
you'd  got  any  news." 

"  None — none,  old  friend.  Nothing  at  all.  Horrocks 
is  a  fool,  I'm  thinking.  Take  that  chair  " — pointing  to 
the  basket  chair.  "  You're  not  looking  up  to  the  mark. 
Have  a  nip." 

He  passed  the  white-labelled  bottle  over  to  his  com- 
panion, and  watched  the  rancher  as  he  shakily  helped 
himself  to  a  liberal  "  four  fingers."  "  Poker  "  John  was 
rapidly  breaking  up.     Lablache  fully  realised  this. 

*'  No  new — no  news,"  murmured  John,  as  he  smacked 
his  lips  over  his  whisky.  "  It's  bad,  man,  very  bad. 
We're  not  safe  in  this  place  whilst  that  man's  about. 
Dear,  dear,  dear  I  " 

The  senility  of  the  rancher  was  painfully  apparent. 
The  moneylender  was  quite  aware  that  John  had  not 
come  to  discuss  the  "  hustler." 
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Presently  the  old  man  drew  himself  up  a  little.  The 
spirit  had  a  bracing  effect  upon  him.  The  dull,  leering 
eyes  assumed  a  momentary  brightness,  and  he  almost 
grew  cheerful. 

'*  This  is  the  first  time  your  stock  has  been  touched," 
he  said  meaninglessly.  His  thoughts  were  running  upon 
the  game  of  cards  he  had  promised  himself.  An  un- 
accountable lack  of  something  like  moral  courage  prevented 
him  talking  of  it. 

"  Yes,*'  responded  the  other.  "  I  have  not  been 
touched  before."  Then,  suddenly,  he  leant  forward, 
and,  for  the  moment,  his  face  lit  up  with  something  akin 
to  kindliness.  "  How  many  years  is  it,  John,  that  we 
have  struggled  side  by  side  in  this  benighted  land  ?  " 

The  rancher  looked  at  the  other,  then  his  eyes  dropped. 
He  scarcely  comprehended. 

'*  More  years,  I  guess,  than  I  care  to  think  of,'*  he 
murmured  at  last. 

"  Yes,  yes,  you're  right,  John — quite  right.  It  doesn't 
do  to  look  back  too  far.  We're  getting  on.  But  we're 
not  old  men  yet.  We're  rich,  John,  rich  in  land  and 
experience.  No,  not  so  old.  We  can  still  give  the 
youngsters  points,  John.     Ha,  ha  I  " 

Lablache  laughed  at  his  own  pleasantry.  His  com- 
panion joined  in  the  laugh,  but  without  mirth.  Poker — 
he  could  think  of  nothing  but  poker.  The  moneylender 
insinuatingly  pushed  the  whisky  bottle  closer.  The  old 
man  helped  himself. 

"  I  wonder  what  it  would  be  like  living  a  private, 
idle  life  ?  "  Lablache  went  on,  as  though  speaking  to  him- 
self.    Then,  directly,  to  his  companion  :   "  Do  you  know, 
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old  friend,  I'm  seriously  thinking  of  selling  out  all  my 
interests  and  retiring.  I've  worked  very  hard — very 
hard.  I'm  getting  tired  of  it  all.  Sometimes  I  feel  that 
rest  would  be  good,  I  have  amassed  a  very  large  fortune, 
John — ^as  you  know." 

The  confidences  of  the  moneylender  were  so  unusual 
that  "  Poker  "  John,  in  a  dazed  way,  mildly  wondered. 
The  whisky  had  roused  him  a  good  deal  now,  and  he  felt 
that  it  was  good  to  talk  like  this.  He  felt  that  the  money- 
lender was  a  good  fellow,  and  much  better  than  he  had 
thought. 

"  Yes,"  said  John,  "  you  have  worked  hard — we  have 
both  worked  hard.  Our  lives  have  not  been  altogether 
without  pleasure.  The  occasional  game  of  cards  we  have 
had  together  has  always  helped  to  reheve  the  monotony, 
eh,  Lablache?  Yes — yes.  No  one  can  say  we  have 
not  earned  rest.  But  there — yes,  you  have  been  more 
fortunate  than  I.     I  could  not  retire." 

Lablache  raised  his  sparse  eyebrows.  Then  he  helped 
himself  to  some  whisky,  and  pushed  the  bottle  over  to 
the  other. 

*'  You  could  not  retire  ?  "  he  said,  when  they  had  set 
their  empty  glasses  upon  the  desk, 

"  No — no,"  answered  the  other,  shaking  his  head  with 
ludicrous  mournfulness,  "  not  retire ;  I  have  responsi- 
bilities— debts.  You  should  know,  I  must  pay  them 
off,     I  must  leave  Jacky  provided  for." 

"  Yes,  of  course,  you  must  pay  them  off.  Jacky  should 
be  your  first  consideration.  Jacky  ought  to  marry. 
One  never  knows  what  may  happen.  A  good  husband — 
a  man  with  money  and  business  capacity — would  be  a 
great  help  to  you,  and  would  assure  her  future." 

Lablache  had  touched  upon  the  one  strong  point  which 
remained  in  John  Allandale's  character,  Ilis  love  for 
Jacky  rivalled  his  passion  for  poker,  and  in  its  pure 
honesty  was  perhaps  nearly  as  strong.  The  gambler 
suddenly  became  electrified  into  a  different  being.  The 
signs  of  decay — ^the  atmosphere  of  drink — ^fell  from 
him  in  a  second. 

"  Jacky  shall  marry  when  she  chooses,  and  whatever 
man  she  prefers.  I  will  nev  er  profit  by  that  dear  child's 
matrimonial  affairs,"  he  said  simply. 
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Lablache  bit  his  lips.  He  had  been  slightly  prematurte 
He  poured  himself  out  more  whisky.  And  his  companion 
followed  his  example. 

"  You  are  quite  right,  John.  I  merely  spoke  from  a 
worldly  point  of  view.  But  your  decision  affects  me 
closely." 

The  other  looked  curiously  at  the  moneylender,  who 
thus  found  himself  forced  to  proceed. 

"  I  have  known  that  niece  of  yours,  John,  ever  since 
she  came  into  this  world.  I  have  watched  her  grow.  I 
understand  her  nature  as  well  as  you  do  yourself.  She 
is  a  clever,  bright  girl.  But  she  needs  the  guiding  hand 
of  a  good  husband." 

"  Just  so.  I  am  too  old  to  take  proper  care  of  her. 
When  she  chooses,  she  shall  marry." 

John's  tone  was  decisive.     Lablache  went  on  : 

"  Supposing,  now,  a  rich  man,  a  very  rich  man,  pro- 
posed marriage  for  her.  Presuming  he  was  a  man  against 
whom  there  was  no  doubtful  record — who,  from  a  worldly 
point  of  view,  there  could  be  no  objection  to — should  you 
object  to  him  as  a  husband  for  Jacky  ?  " 

The  rancher  was  still  unsuspecting. 

**  VVliat  I  have  stated  should  answer  your  question.  If 
Jacky  were  willing  I  should  have  no  objection." 

**  Supposing,"  the  moneylender  went  on,  "  she  were 
unwilling,  but  was  content  to  abide  by  your  decision. 
WTiat  then  ?  " 

There  was  a  passing  gleam  of  angry  protest  in  the 
rancher's  eyes  as  he  answered. 

"  What  I  have  said  still  holds  good,"  he  retorted  a  little 
hotly.     "  I  will  not  influence  the  child." 

*'  I  am  sorry.     I  wish  to  marry  your  girl." 

•*  Poker  "  John  stared  in  blank  wonderment.  Lablache 
— ^to  marry  his  niece — it  was  preposterous — ludicrous. 

He  laughed,  and  in  his  laugh  there  was  a  ring  of 
anger. 

"  Of  course  you  are  joking,  Lablache  ?  "  he  said  at  last. 
"  Why,  man,  you  are  old  enough  to  be  the  girl's  father." 

"  I  was  never  more  serious  in  my  life.  And  as  for 
age  " — with  a  shrug — "  at  least  you  will  admit  my 
intellect  is  unimpaired  T  Her  interests  will  be  in  safe 
keeping." 
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Having  recovered  from  his  surprise,  the  old  man 
solemnly  shook  his  head. 

"  As  far  as  I  am  concerned,  the  matter  is  quite  im- 
possible. If  Jacky  comes  to  me  with  a  request  for  sanction 
of  her  marriage  to  you,  she  shall  have  it.  But  I  will 
express  no  wish  upon  the  matter.  No,  Lablache,  I  never 
thought  you  contemplated  such  a  thing.  You  must  go 
to  her.  I  will  not  interfere.  Oh  dear !  Oh  dear  I  " 
And  the  old  man  laughed  again. 

The  moneylender  remained  silent  while  he  refilled  his 
pipe.     "  Poker  "  John  seized  the  opportunity. 

"  Come,  Lablache,"  he  said  jocosely,  '*  let  us  forget 
this  little  matter.  Have  a  drink  of  your  own  whisky — 
I'll  join  you — and  let  us  go  down  to  the  saloon  for  a  gentle 
flutter." 

He  helped  himself  and  poured  out  a  glass  for  his  com- 
panion. They  silently  drank,  and  then  Lablache  fumbled 
his  hat  on  to  his  head  and  moved  to  the  door. 

*'  Come  on,  then,"  he  said  gutturally.  And  John 
Allandale  followed  him  out. 

The  two  days  before  the  half-breed  pusky  passed 
quickly.  In  due  course  the  day  dawned,  and  with  it 
hopes  and  fears  matured  in  the  hearts  of  not  a  few  of  the 
denizens  of  Foss  River  and  the  surrounding  neighbour- 
hood. 

To  all  appearance  that  most  unconcerned  man  was 
"  Lord  "  Bill,  who  still  moved  about  the  settlement  in 
his  cheery  fashion.  He  had  taken  up  his  residence  in 
one  of  the  many  disused  shacks  which  dotted  round  the 
market-place,  and  there,  apparently,  sought  to  beguile 
the  hours  and  eke  out  the  few  remaining  dollars  which 
were  his. 

Lablache,  too,  staunch  to  his  opinions,  did  not  trouble 
himself  in  the  least.  For  the  rest,  all  who  knew  of  the 
meditated  coup  of  Horrocks  were  agitated  to  a  degree. 
All  hoped  for  success,  but  all  agreed  in  a  feeling  of  pessim- 
ism which  was  more  or  less  the  outcome  of  previous 
experiences  of  Retief.  Did  not  they  know,  only  too  well, 
of  the  traps  which  had  been  laid  and  which  had  failed 
to  ensnare  the  daring  desperado  in  days  gone  by  ?  Hor- 
rocks they  fondly  believed  to  be  a  very  smart  man,  but 
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had  not  some  of  the  best  in  the  Canadian  police  been  sent 
before  to  bring  to  justice  this  scourge  of  the  district  ? 

Amongst  those  who  shared  these  pessimistic  views 
Mrs.  Abbot  was  one  of  the  most  sceptical.  She  had 
learnt  all  the  details  of  the  intended  arrest  in  the  way- 
she  learned  everything  that  was  going  on.  A  few  judicious 
questions  to  the  doctor  and  careful  observations  never  left 
her  long  in  the  dark. 

As  for  the  Allandales,  it  would  be  hard  to  say  what 
they  thought.  Jacky  showed  no  outward  sign,  and  very 
little  interest.  Her  thoughts  she  kept  severely  to  herself. 
But  she  was  in  reality  aglow  with  excitement.  "  Poker  " 
John  was  beyond  a  keen  interest.  Whisky  and  cards  had 
done  for  him  what  morphine  and  opium  do  for  the  drug 
fiend.     He  had  no  thoughts  beyond  them. 

And  so  the  time  drew  near. 

Horrocks,  since  his  difference  of  opinion  with  Lab- 
lache,  had  made  the  ranch  his  headquarters,  leaving  the 
moneylender  as  much  as  possible  out  of  his  consultations. 
He  had  been  heartily  welcomed  by  old  John  and  his 
niece,  the  latter  in  particular  being  very  gracious  to 
him.  Horrocks  appreciated  comfort  when  he  could  get 
it,  and  Jacky  spared  no  trouble  to  make  him  comfortable 
now.  Had  he  knowTi  the  smiling  thought  behind  her 
beautiful  face,  his  appreciation  might  have  lessened. 

As  the  summer  day  drew  to  a  close  signs  of  coming 
events  began  to  show  themselves.  First  of  all  Aunt 
Margaret  made  her  appearance  at  the  Allandales'  house. 
She  was  hot  and  excited.  She  had  come  up  for  a  gossip, 
she  said,  and  promptly  sat  down  with  no  intention  of 
moving  until  she  had  heard  all  she  wanted  to  know. 
Then  came  "  Lord  "  Bill,  cheerily  monosyllabic.  Follow- 
ing closely  upon  his  heels  came  the  doctor  and  Pat  Nabob, 
with  another  rancher  from  an  outlying  ranch. 

As  the  hour  for  supper  drew  near  the  gathering  in  the 
sitting-room  became  considerable,  and  as  each  new- 
comer presented  himself,  Jacky,  with  thoughtful  hospi- 
tality, caused  another  place  to  be  set  at  her  bountiful 
table. 

At  eight  o'clock  the  girl  announced  the  meal  with 
characteristic  heartiness. 

"  Come  right  along  and  feed,"  she  said.     "  Who  knows 
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what  to-night  may  bring  forth?  I  guess  we  can't  do 
better  than  drink  success  to  our  friend  Sergeant  Horrocks. 
Whatever  the  result  of  his  work  to-night  we  all  allow  his 
nerve's  right.  Say,  good  people,  there's  liquor  on  the 
table — and  glasses;   a  bumper  to  Sergeant  Horrocks." 

Truly,  Horrocks  might  have  been  the  leader  of  a  forlorn 
hope.  Many  of  those  present  certainly  considered  him 
to  be  such.  However,  they  were  none  the  less  hearty  in 
their  toast,  and  Jacky  and  Bill  were  the  first  two  to  raise 
their  glasses  on  high. 

The  toBst  drunk,  tongues  were  let  loose  and  the  supper 
began.  Ten  o'clock  was  the  time  at  which  Horrocks 
was  to  set  out.  Therefore  there  were  less  than  two  hours 
in  which  to  make  merry.  Never  was  a  merrier  meal  taken 
at  the  ranch.  Spirits  were  at  bursting  point,  due  no  doubt 
to  the  excitement  of  the  gathering. 

Jacky  was  in  the  best  of  spirits,  and  even  "  Poker  " 
John  was  enjoying  one  of  his  rare  lucid  intervals.  "  Lord  " 
Bill  sat  between  Jacky  and  Mrs.  Abbot,  and  a  more 
charming  companion  the  old  lady  thought  she  had  never 
met.  It  was  Jacky  who  led  the  talk,  Jacky  who  saw  to 
every  one's  wants,  Jacky  whose  spirits  cheered  every- 
body.    Even  Horrocks  felt  the  influence  of  her  brightness. 

"  Capture  this  scoundrel,  Sergeant  Horrocks,"  the  girl 
exclaimed,  with  a  laughing  glance,  as  she  helped  him  to  a 
portion  of  baked  jack-rabbit,  "  and  we'll  present  you 
with  the  freedom  of  the  settlement,  in  an  illuminated 
address  enclosed  in  a  golden  casket.  Say,  Bill,  what  does 
'  freedom  '  mean  ?  " 

Bill  looked  dubious. 

"  Freedom — um.  Yes,  of  course — freedom.  Why, 
freedom  means — when  you're  not  in  gaol,"  he  said 
brightly,  and  everybody  laughed. 

When  the  mirth  had  subsided  "  Aunt  "  Margaret  shook 
her  head.  This  levity  rather  got  on  her  nerves.  This 
Retief  business,  as  she  understood  it,  was  a  very  serious 
affair,  especially  for  Sergeant  Horrocks.  She  was  keenly 
anxious  to  hear  the  details  of  his  preparations.  She 
knew  most  of  them,  but  she  liked  her  information  first 
hand.  With  this  object  in  view  she  suggested,  rather 
[than  asked,  what  she  wanted  to  know. 
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going  single-handed  into  the  half-breed  camp,  where  you 
expect  to  find  this  Retief,  Sergeant  Horrocks  ?  " 

Horrocks's  face  was  serious  as  he  looked  over  at  the 
old  lady.     There  was  no  laughter  in  his  black  eyes, 

**  I  am  not  quite  mad,  madam,"  he  said  curtly.  "  I 
set  some  value  upon  my  life." 

This  crushing  rejoinder  had  no  effect  upon  "  Aunt  " 
Margaret.     She  still  persisted. 

"  Then,  of  course,  you  take  your  men  with  you.  Four, 
you  have,  and  smart  they  look,  too.  I  like  to  see  well- 
set-up  men.  I  trust  you  will  succeed.  They — I  mean 
the  Breeds — are  a  dangerous  people." 

**  Not  so  dangerous  as  they're  reckoned,  I  guess,"  said 
Horrocks  disdainfully.  "  1  don't  anticipate  much 
trouble." 

*'  I  hope  it  will  turn  out  as  you  think,"  replied  the 
old  lady  doubtfully. 

Horrocks  shrugged  his  shoulders. 

There  was  a  moment's  silence  after  this,  which  was  at 
length  broken  by  "  Poker  "  John. 

"  Of  course,  Horrocks,"  he  said,  "  we  shall  carry  out 
your  instructions  to  the  letter.  At  three  in  the  morninc, 
failing  your  return  or  news  of  you,  I  set  out  with  my  ranch 
hands  to  find  you.  And  woe  betide  those  black  devils  if 
you  have  come  to  harm.  By  the  way,  what  about  your 
men  ?  " 

"  They  assemble  here  at  ten.  We  leave  our  horses  at 
Lablache's  stables.  We  are  going  to  walk  to  the  settle- 
ment." 

"  I  think  you  are  wise,"  said  the  doctor. 

"  Guess  horses  would  be  an  encumbrance,"  said 
Jacky. 

"  An  excellent  mark  for  a  Breed's  gun,"  added  Bill. 
"  Seems  to  me  you'll  succeed,"  he  went  on  politely.  His 
eagle  face  was  calmly  sincere.  The  grey  eyes  looked 
steadily  into  those  of  the  ofBcer's.  Jacky  was  watching 
her  lover  keenly.  The  faintest  suspicion  of  a  smile  was 
in  her  eyes. 

"  I  should  like  to  be  there,"  she  said  simply,  when  Bill 
had  finished.  "  It's  rotten  bad  luck  being  a  girl.  Say, 
d'you  think  I'd  be  in  the  way,  sergeant  ?  ' 

Horrocks  looked  over  at  her,  and  in  his  gaze  was  a 
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look  of  admiration.  In  the  way  he  knew  she  would  be, 
but  he  could  not  tell  her  so.  Such  spirit  appealed  iu 
Um. 

**  There  would  be  much  danger  for  you,  Miss  Jacky,"  he 
said.     "  My  hands  would  be  full,  I  could  not  look  after 

you,  and  besides "     He  broke  off  at  the  recollection 

of  the  old  stories  about  this  girl.  Suddenly  he  wondered 
if  he  had  been  indiscreet.  What  if  the  stories  were 
true  I 

"  And  besides — what  ?  "  Jacky  said,  smiling  over  at 
the  policeman. 

Horrocks  shrugged, 

"  When  Breeds  are  drunk  they  are  not  responsible." 

"  That  settles  it,"  the  girl's  uncle  said,  with  a  forced 
laugh.  He  did  not  like  Jacky's  tone.  Knowing  her,  he 
feared  she  intended  to  be  there  to  see  the  arrest. 

Her  uncle's  laugh  nettled  the  girl  a  little,  and  with  a 
slight  elevation  of  her  head,  she  said  : 

"  I  don't  know." 

Further  talk  now  became  impossible,  for  at  that 
moment  the  troopers  arrived.  Horrocks  discovered  that 
it  was  nearly  ten  o'clock.  The  moment  for  the  start  had 
come,  and,  with  one  accord,  everybody  rose  from  the 
table.  In  the  bustle  and  handshaking  of  departure  Jacky 
slipped  away.  When  she  returned  the  doctor  and  Mrs. 
Abbot  were  in  the  hall  alone  with  "  Lord  "  Bill.  The 
latter  was  just  leaving.  "  Poker "  John  was  on  the 
verandah  seeing  Horrocks  off. 

As  Jacky  came  downstairs  "  Aunt  "  Margaret's  eyes 
fell  upon  the  ominous  holster  and  cartridge-belt  which 
circled  the  girl's  hips.  She  was  dressed  for  riding.  There 
could  be  no  mistaking  the  determined  set  of  her  face 

"  Jacky,  my  dear,"  said  the  old  lady  in  dismay,  "  What 
are  you  doing  ?     Where  are  you  going  ?  " 

"  Guess  I'm  going  to  see  the  fun — I've  a  notion  there'll 
be  some." 

"  But " 

*'  Don't  '  but '  me,  Aunt  Margaret,  I  take  it  you  aren't 
deaf." 

The  old  lady  relapsed  into  dignified  silence,  but  there 
;  was  much  concern  and  a  little  understanding  in  her  cyei 
she  watched  the  girl  pass  out  to  the  corrals. 
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CHAPTER   XVIII 

THE   PUSKY 

When  Horrocks  and  his  men  set  out  for  the  Breed 
camp  they  had  discarded  their  police  clothes  and  were 
clad  in  the  uncouth  garb  of  the  half-breeds.  They  were 
a  ragged  party,  these  hardy  riders  of  the  plains,  as  they 
embarked  on  their  meditated  capture  of  the  desperate 
raider.  All  of  the  five  were  "  tough  "  men,  who  re- 
garded their  own  lives  lightly  enough — men  who  had 
seen  many  stirring  times,  and  whose  hairbreadth  escapes 
from  "  tight  "  corners  would  have  formed  a  lengthy 
narrative  in  themselves.  Their  leader  was  a  man  whose 
daring  often  outweighed  his  caution,  but,  as  they  well 
knew,  he  was  endowed  with  a  reckless  man's  luck,  and 
they  would  sooner  follow  such  as  he  than  work  with  one 
of  his  more  prudent  colleagues. 

At  the  half-breed  camp  was  considerable  bustle  and 
excitement.  The  activity  of  the  Breed  is  not  pro- 
verbial; they  are  at  best  a  lazy  lot,  but  now  men  and 
women  came  and  went  bristling  with  energy  to  their 
finger-tips.  Preparations  were  nearing  completion.  The 
chief  item  of  importance  was  the  whisky  supply,  and  this 
the  treasurer,  Baptiste,  had  made  his  personal  care.  A 
barrel  of  the  vilest  "  rot-gut  "  that  was  ever  smuggled 
into  prohibition  territory  had  been  procured  and  carefully 
secreted. 

The  orgie  was  to  be  held  in  a  barn  of  considerable 
dimensions.  It  was  a  ramshackle  affair,  reeking  of  old 
age  and  horses.  The  roof  was  decidedly  porous  in  places, 
being  so  lame  and  disjointed  that  the  starry  sky  was 
plainly  visible  from  beneath  it. 

This,  however,  was  a  trifling  matter,  and  of  much  less 
consequence    than    the    question    of    space.     What    few 

US 
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horse-stalls  had  once  occupied  the  building  had  been 
removed,  and  the  mangers  alone  remained  to  remind  the 
guests  of  the  original  purpose  of  their  ballroom.  A 
careful  manipulation  of  dingy  Turkey  red,  and  material 
which  had  once  been  white,  struggled  vainly  to  hide 
these  mangers  from  view,  while  coarse,  rough  boards 
which  had  at  one  time  floored  some  of  the  stalls,  served 
to  cover  in  the  tops  and  convert  them  into  seats. 

Next  came  the  disguising  of  the  rafters  and  *'  collar- 
ties  "  of  the  building.  Print  was  the  chief  idea  of  decora- 
tion. They  understood  these  stuffs.  Festoons  of  print, 
flags  of  print,  rosettes  of  print :  these  did  duty  for  the 
occasion.  The  staring  patterns  gleamed  on  every  beam, 
or  hung  in  bald  draping  almost  down  to  the  height  of  an 
ordinary  man's  head. 

A  row  of  reeking  oil  lamps  was  suspended  down  the 
centre  from  the  mouldering  beams,  and  in  the  window 
spaces  were  set  a  number  of  black  bottles,  the  neck  of 
each  being  stuffed  with  a  tallow  candle. 

One  corner  of  the  room  was  set  apart  for  the  fiddler, 
and  here  a  dais  of  rough  boarding,  also  draped  in  print 
stuff,  was  erected  to  meet  the  requirements  of  that 
honoured  personage.  Such  was  the  uncouth  place  where 
the  Breeds  proposed  to  hold  their  orgie.  And  of  its  class 
it  was  an  excellent  example. 

At  ten  o'clock  the  barn  was  lit  up.  The  draught 
through  the  broken  windows  set  the  candles  a-guttering, 
until  rivers  of  yellow  fat  decorated  the  black  bottles  in 
which  they  were  set.  The  stench  from  these,  and  from 
the  badly  trimmed  coal-oil  lamps  down  the  centre, 
blended  disgustingly  with  the  native  odour  of  the  place, 
until  the  atmosphere  became  revolting  in  the  nostrils. 

Soon  after  this  the  dancers  began  to  arrive.  They 
came  in  their  strange  deckings  of  glaring  colours,  and 
many  and  varied  were  the  types  which  soon  filled  the 
room.  There  were  old  men  and  there  were  young  men. 
There  were  girls  in  their  early  teens,  and  toothless  hags, 
decrepit  and  faltering.  Faces  which,  in  wild  loveliness, 
might  have  vied  with  the  white  beauty  of  the  daughters 
of  the  East.  Faces  seared  and  crumpled  with  weight  of 
years  and  nights  of  debauchery.  Men  were  there  of 
superb  physique,  whilst  others  crouched,  huddled,  some 
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with  shuffling  gait,  went  towards  the  manger  seats,  to 
seek  rest  for  their  rotting  bones,  and  case  for  their 
cramping  muscles. 

Many  of  the  faces  were  marred  by  disease;  small- 
pox was  a  prevalent  scourge  amongst  these  people.  The 
effect  of  the  pure  air  of  the  prairie  was  lost  upon  the 
germ-laden  atmosphere  which  surrounded  these  dreadful 
camps.  Crime,  too,  was  stamped  on  many  of  the  faces 
of  those  gathering  in  the  reeking  ballroom.  The  small 
bullet  head  with  Tow,  receding  forehead ;  the  square-set 
jaws  and  sagging  lips;  the  shifty,  twinkling  little  eyes, 
narrow-set  and  of  jetty  hue;  such  faces  were  plentiful. 
Nor  were  these  features  confined  to  the  male  sex  alone. 

All,  as  they  came,  were  merry  with  anticipation ;  even 
the  hags  and  the  rheumatism-ridden  male  fossils  croaked 
out  their  quips  and  coarse  pleasantries  to  each  other  with 
gleeful  unctuousness,  inspired  by  thoughts  of  the  generous 
contents  of  the  secreted  barrel.  Their  watery  eyes 
watered  the  more  as,  on  entering  the  room,  they  glanced 
round  seeking  to  discover  the  fiery  store  of  Uquor,  which 
they  hoped  to  help  to  dispose  of.  It  was  a  loathsome 
sight  to  behold  these  miserable  wretches  gathering  to- 
gether with  no  thought  in  their  beast-like  brains  but  of 
the  ample  food  and  drink  which  they  intended  should 
fall  to  their  share. 

The  room  quickly  filled.  The  French  half-breed  pre- 
dominated, and  these  spoke  in  their  bastard  lingo  and 
bristling  elevation  of  tone.  It  seemed  as  though  each 
were  trying  to  talk  his  neighbour  down,  and  the  process 
entailed  excited  shriekings  which  made  the  old  barn  ring 
again. 

Baptiste,  with  a  perfect  understanding  of  the  people, 
served  out  the  spirit  in  pannikins  with  a  lavish  hand. 
It  was  as  well  to  inspire  these  folk  with  the  potent  liquor 
from  the  start,  that  their  energies  might  be  fully  aroused 
for  the  dance. 

When  all,  men  and  women  alike,  had  partaken  of  an 
"  eye-opener,"  Baptiste  gave  the  signal,  and  the  fiddler 
struck  up  his  plaintive  wail.  The  reedy  strings  of  his 
instrument  shrieked  out  the  long-drawn  measure  of  a 
miserable  waltz,  the  company  paired  off,  and  the  dance 
begHD. 
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Those  who  were  physically  incapable  of  dancing  lined 
the  walls  and  adorned  the  manger  seats.  For  the  the  rest, 
they  occupied  the  sanded  floor,  and  danced  until  the  dust 
clouded  the  air,  added  to  the  choking  foulness  of  the 
atmosphere,  and  the  shrieking  fiddle  lured  this  savage 
people,  and  its  dreadful  tone  was  music  of  the  sweetest 
to  their  cars. 

More  drink  followed  the  first  dance.  The  zest  increased. 
The  faces  wearing  an  habitual  frown  displayed  a  budding 
smile.  The  natural  smiler  grinned  broadly.  All  warmed 
to  the  evening's  amusement. 

Now  came  the  festive  barn  dance.  The  moccasined 
feet  pounded  the  filthy  floor,  and  the  dust  gathered  thick 
round  the  gums  of  the  hard-breathing  dancers.  The 
noise  of  coarse  laughter  and  ribald  shoutings  increased. 
All  were  pleased  with  themselves,  but  more  pleased  still 
with  the  fiery  liquid  served  out  by  Baptiste.  The  scene 
grew  more  wild  as  time  crept  on,  and  the  effect  of  the 
I  liquor  made  itself  apparent.  The  fiddler  laboured  cruelly 
at  his  wretched  instrument.  His  task  was  no  light  one, 
but  he  spared  himself  no  pains.  His  measure  must  be 
even,  his  tone  almost  unending  to  satisfy  his  country- 
men. So  he  scraped  away  with  aching  limbs,  and  with 
heavy  foot  pounding  out  the  time  upon  the  crazy  dais. 
He  must  play  until  long  after  daylight,  until  his  fingers 
cramped,  and  his  old  eyes  would  remain  open  no  longer. 

Peter  Retief  had  not  as  yet  put  in  an  appearance. 
Horrocks  was  at  his  post  viewing  the  scene  from  outside 
one  of  the  broken  windows.  His  men  were  hard  by, 
concealed  at  certain  points  in  the  shelter  of  some  straggling 
bush  which  surrounded  the  stable. 

Time  passed.  Again  and  again  the  fiddle  ceased  its 
ear-maddening  screams  as  refreshment  was  partaken  of 
by  the  dancers.  Wilder  and  wilder  grew  the  scene  as 
the  potent  liquor  took  hold  of  its  victims.  They  danced 
with  more  and  more  reckless  abandon  as  each  time  they 
returned  to  step  it  to  the  fiddler's  patient  measure.  Mid- 
night approached,  and  still  no  sign  of  Retief.  Horrocks 
grew  restless  and  impatient. 

Once  the  fiddle  ceased,  and  the  officer  watching  saw 
all  eyes  turn  to  the  principal  entrance  to  the  barn.      His 

trt  leapt  in  anticipation  as  he  gazed  in  the  direction. 
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Surely  this  sudden  cessation  could  only  herald  the  coming 
of  Retief. 

He  saw  the  door  open  as  he  craned  forward  to  look. 
For  the  moment  he  could  not  see  who  entered,  a  crowd 
obscured  his  view.  He  heard  a  cheer  and  a  clapping  of 
hands,  and  he  rejoiced.  Then  the  crowd  parted,  and  he 
saw  the  slim  figure  of  a  girl  pass  down  the  centre  of  the 
reeking  den.  She  was  clad  in  buckskin  shirt  and  dungaree 
skirt.  At  the  sight  he  muttered  a  curse.  The  newcomer 
was  Jacky  Allandale. 

He  watched  her  closely  as  she  moved  amongst  her 
uncouth  surroundings.  Her  beautiful  face  and  graceful 
figure  was  like  an  oasis  in  a  desert  of  trailing,  vicious 
brambles,  and  he  marvelled  at  the  familiarity  with  which 
she  came  among  these  people. 

The  Breeds  once  more  returned  to  their  dancing,  and 
all  went  on  as  before.  Horrocks  followed  Jacky's  move- 
ments with  his  eyes.  He  saw  her  standing  beside  a  tooth- 
less old  woman,  who  wagged  her  cunning,  aged  head  as 
she  talked  in  answer  to  the  girl's  questions.  Jacky 
seemed  to  be  looking  and  inquiring  for  some  one,  and  the 
officer  wondered  if  the  object  of  her  solicitude  was  Retief. 
He  would  have  been  surprised  had  he  known  that  she  was 
inquiring  and  looking  for  himself.  Presently  she  seated 
herself,  and  appeared  to  be  absorbed  in  the  dance. 

The  drink  was  flowing  freely  now,  and  a  constant 
demand  was  being  made  upon  Baptiste. 

The  dance  of  the  evening  was  about  to  begin.  Men 
and  women  primed  themselves  for  the  effort.  Each  was 
eager  to  outdo  his  or  her  neighbour  in  variety  of  steps  and 
power  of  endurance. 

At  last  the  music  began  again,  and  now  the  familiar 
•'  ragtime  "  beat  fascinatingly  upon  the  air.  Those  who 
lined  the  walls  took  up  the  measure,  and,  with  foot  and 
clapping  hands,  marked  the  time  for  the  dancers.  Those 
who  competed  leapt  to  the  fray,  and  soon  the  reeking  room 
became  stifling  with  dust. 

The  fiddler's  time,  slow  at  the  commencement,  soon 
grew  faster,  and  the  dancers  shook  their  limbs  in  delighted 
anticipation.  Faster  and  faster  they  shuffled  and  jigged, 
now  opposite  to  partners,  now  round  each  other,  now 
passing  from  one  partner  to  another,  now  alone,  for  the 
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admiration  of  the  onlookers.  Nor  was  there  pause  or 
hesitation.  An  instant's  pause  meant  dropping  out  of 
that  mad  and  old-time  *'  hoe-down,"  and  each  coveted 
the  distinction  of  champion.  Faster  and  more  wildly 
they  footed  it,  and  soon  the  speed  caused  some  of  the  less 
agile  to  drop  out.  It  was  a  giddy  sight  to  watch,  and  the 
strange  clapping  of  the  spectators  was  not  the  least  curious 
feature  of  the  scene. 

The  crowd  of  dancers  grew  thinner  as  the  fiddler  kept 
ever  increasing  his  speed. 

In  spite  of  himself  Horrocks  became  fascinated.  There 
was  something  so  barbarous  in  what  he  beheld.  The 
minutes  flew  by,  and  the  dance  was  rapidly  nearing  its 
height.  More  couples  fell  out,  dead  beat  and  gasping, 
but  still  there  remained  a  number  who  would  fight  it  out 
to  the  bitter  end.  The  streaming  faces  and  gaping  lips  of 
those  yet  remaining  told  of  the  dreadful  strain.  Another 
couple  dropped  out,  the  woman  actually  falling  with 
exhaustion.  She  was  dragged  aside,  and  left  unnoticed 
in  the  wild  excitement.  Now  there  were  only  three  pairs 
left  in  the  centre  of  the  floor. 

The  police  officer  found  himself  speculating  as  to  which 
would  be  the  winner  of  the  contest. 

At  the  height  of  it  he  felt  his  arm  suddenly  clutched 
from  behind.  Simultaneously  he  felt  heavy  breathing 
upon  his  cheek.  Quick  as  a  flash  his  revolver  was  whipped 
out  and  he  swung  round. 

"  Easy,  sergeant,"  said  the  voice  of  one  of  his  troopers. 
"  For  Gawd's  sake  don't  shoot  I  Say,  Retief's  down  at 
the  settlement.  A  messenger's  jest  come  up  to  say  he's 
*  hustled  '  all  our  horses  from  Lablache's  stable,  and  the 
old  man  himself's  in  trouble.  Come  over  to  that  bluff 
yonder,  the  messenger's  there.  He's  one  of  Lablache's 
clerks." 

The  police  officer  was  dumbfounded,  and  permitted 
himself  to  be  conducted  to  the  bluff  without  a  word.  He 
was  wondering  if  he  were  dreaming,  so  sudden  and 
unexpected  was  the  announcement  of  the  disaster. 

When  he  halted  at  the  bluff,  the  clerk  was  still  dis- 
cussing the  affair  with  one  of  the  troopers.  As  yet  the 
other  two  were  in  their  places  of  concealment,  and  were 
in  ignorance  of  what  had  happened. 
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•*  It's  dead  right,"  the  clerk  said,  in  answer  to  Horrocks'a 
sharply  put  inquiry.  *'  I'd  been  in  bed  some  time  when 
I  was  awakened  by  a  terrible  racket  going  on  in  the 
office.  It's  just  under  the  room  I  sleep  in.  Well,  I  hopped 
out  of  bed,  and  slipped  on  some  clothes,  and  went  down- 
stairs, thinking  the  governor  had  been  taken  with  a  fit 
or  something.  When  I  got  down  the  office  was  in  dark- 
ness, and  quiet  as  death.  I  went  cautiously  to  work,  for 
I  was  a  bit  scared.  Striking  a  li^ht  I  made  my  way  in, 
expecting  to  find  the  governor  laid  out;  but,  mstead,  I 
found  the  furniture  all  chucked  about  and  the  room 
empty.  It  wasn't  two  shakes  before  I  lit  upon  this  sheet 
of  paper.  It  was  lying  on  the  desk.  The  governor's 
writing  is  unmistakable.  You  can  see  for  yourself ;  here 
it  is. 

Horrocks  took  the  sheet,  and  by  the  light  of  a  match, 
read  the  scrawl  upon  it.  The  writing  had  evidently  been 
done  in  haste,  but  its  meaning  was  dear. 

'*  Retief  is  here,"  it  ran.  "  I  am  a  prisoner.  Follow 
up  with  all  speed, 

**  Lablache." 

After  reading,  Horrocks  turned  to  the  clerk,  who 
immediately  went  on  with  his  story. 

"  Well,  I  just  bolted  out  to  the  stables,  intending  to 
take  a  horse  and  go  over  to  '  Poker  '  John's.     But  when 
I  got  there  I  found  the  doors  open,  an'  every  blessed  horse 
gone.     Yes,  your  horses  as  well — ^and  the  governor's  buck- 
board,  too.     I  jest  had  a  look  round,  saw  that  the  team 
harness  had  gone  with  the  rest,  then  I  ran  as  hard  as  I 
could  pelt  to  the  Foss  River  Ranch.     I  found  old  John  | 
up,  but  he'd  been  drinking  ;  so,  after  a  bit  of  talk,  I  learned 
from  him  where  you  were,  and  came  right  along.     That's  i 
all,  sergeant,  and  bad  enough  it  is,  too.     I'm  afraid  they'll  j 
string   the    governor    up.     He    ain't    too    popular,    you 
know."  !" 

The  clerk  finished  up  his  breathless  narrative  in  a  wayji 
that  left  no  doubt  in  the  mind  of  his  hearers  as  to  hisj 
sincerity.     He  was  trembling  with  excitement  still.     And  I 
even  in  the  starlight  the  look  upon  his  face  spoke  of  real 
concern  for  his  master. 
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For  some  seconds  the  officer  did  not  reply.  He  was 
thinking  rapidly.  He  saw  now  with  bitter,  mental  self- 
reviling,  how  the  story  that  Gautier  had  told  him — and 
for  which  he  had  paid — ^and  which  had  been  corroborated 
by  the  conversation  he  had  heard  in  the  camp,  had  been 
carefully  prepared  by  the  wily  Retief ;  and  how  he,  like 
a  hungry,  simple  fish,  had  deliberately  risen  and  devoured 
the  bait.  He  was  maddened  by  the  thought,  too,  that  the 
moneylender  had  been  right  and  he  wrong. 

However,  it  was  plain  that  something  must  be  done 
at  once  to  assist  Lablache,  and  he  cast  about  in  his  mind 
for  the  best  means  to  secure  the  moneylender's  release. 
In  his  dilemma  a  recollection  came  to  him  of  the  presence 
of  Jacky  Allandale  in  the  barn,  and  a  feeling  nearly  akin 
to  revenge  came  to  him.  He  felt  that  in  some  way  this 
girl  was  connected  with,  and  knew  of,  the  doings  of 
Retief, 

With  a  hurried  order  to  remain  where  they  were  to  his 
men,  he  returned  to  his  station  at  the  window  of  the  barn. 
He  looked  in,  searching  for  the  familiar  figure  of  the  girl. 
Dancing  had  ceased,  and  the  howling  Breeds  were  drinking 
heavily.  Jacky  was  no  longer  to  be  seen,  and,  with  bitter 
disappointment,  he  turned  again  to  rejoin  his  companions. 
There  was  nothing  left  to  do  but  to  hasten  to  the  settlement 
and  procure  fresh  horses. 

He  had  hardly  turned  from  the  window  when  several 
shots  rang  out  on  the  night  air.  They  came  from  the 
direction  in  which  he  was  moving.  Instantly  he  compre- 
hended that  an  attack  was  being  made  upon  his  troopers. 
He  drew  his  pistol  and  dashed  forward  at  a  run.  Three 
paces  sufficed  to  terminate  his  race.  Silence  had  followed 
the  firing  of  the  shots  he  had  heard.  Suddenly  his  quick 
ears  detected  the  hiss  of  a  lariat  whistling  through  the  air. 
He  spread  out  his  arms  to  ward  it  off.  He  felt  something 
fall  upon  them.  He  tried  to  throw  it  off,  and  the  next 
instant  the  rope  jerked  tight  round  his  throat,  and  he  was 
hurled,  choking,  backwanis  upon  the  ground. 


CHAPTER   XIX 

lablache's  midnight  visitor 

Lablache  was  alone  in  his  office.  He  was  more  alone 
than  he  had  ever  been  in  his  life;  or,  at  least,  he  felt 
more  alone. 

As  a  rule,  he  snapped  his  fingers  at  these  things.  But 
the  great  moneylender  had  his  moments  of  weakness — 
moments  when  he  rebelled  against  his  solitary  lot.  He 
knew  that  his  isolated  position  had  been  brought  about  by 
himself — -fostered  by  himself,  and  he  knew  he  preferred 
that  it  should  be  so.  But  at  times  he  felt  very  lonely, 
and  in  these  moments  of  weakness  he  wondered  if  he 
obtained  full  consolation  in  his  great  wealth. 

Lablache  was  nearly  fifty.  Now  he  pined,  as  all  who 
live  a  solitary  life  must  some  day  pine,  for  a  companion 
to  share  his  loneliness.  He  craved  not  for  the  society 
of  his  own  sex.  No,  he  desired  a  girl,  the  only  relation 
of  a  man  whom  he  had  helped  to  ruin — a  girl  who  could 
bring  him  no  social  distinction,  and  who  could  not  add 
one  penny-piece  to  his  already  enormous  wealth.  He 
intended  that  Jacky  Allandale  should  be  his. 

Thoughts  of  this  wild,  quarter-breed  girl  filled  his  brain 
as  he  sat  in  his  little  office  on  the  night  of  the  pusky.  He 
was  lounging  back  with  his  slippered  feet  resting  on  the 
burnished  steel  foot-rests  of  the  stove. 

He  had  given  up  all  thoughts  of  ever  obtaining  her 
willing  consent.  He  had  always,  from  the  first  moment 
he  had  decided  to  make  Jacky  Allandale  his  wife,  been 
prepared  for  such  a  contingency  as  her  refusal,  and  had 
never  missed  an  opportunity  of  ensnaring  her  uncle  in 
his  financial  toils.  But  before  putting  the  screw  on  the 
iUlandales  it  had  been  his  object  to  rid  the  path  of  his 
only  stumbling-block.     In   this   he   had   not   quite   suc- 
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ceeded.  He  quite  understood  that  "  Lord  "  Bill  must 
be  removed  from  Foss  River  first.  Whilst  he  was  on 
hand  Jacky  would  be  difficult  to  coerce.  Instinctively  he 
knew  that  *'  Lord  "  Bill  was  her  lover,  and,  with  him  at 
hand  to  advise  her,  Jacky  would  hold  out  to  the  last. 

After  some  time  spent  in  surveying  and  considering 
his  plans  his  thoughts  reverted  to  other  matters.  This 
was  the  night  of  the  half-breed  pusky.  His  great  face 
contorted  into  a  sarcastic  smile  as  he  thought  of  Sergeant 
Horrocks.  He  bore  the  man  no  malice  now,  but  he 
anticipated  a  great  triumph  over  Horrocks  the  next  time 
he  saw  him. 

As  the  time  passed  on  he  became  more  himself.  His 
loneliness  did  not  strike  him  so  keenly.  He  felt  that, 
after  all,  there  was  great  satisfaction  to  be  drawn  from  a 
watcher's  observance  of  men.  Isolated  as  he  was,  he 
was  enabled  to  look  on  men  and  things  more  critically 
than  he  otherwise  would  be. 

He  reached  over  to  his  tobacco-jar,  and  leisurely  pro- 
ceeded to  fill  his  pipe.  It  was  rarely  he  indulged  himself 
in  an  idle  evening,  but  to-night  he  somehow  felt  that 
idleness  would  be  good.  He  was  \)eginmng  to  feel  the 
weight  of  his  years. 

He  lit  his  briar  and  proceeded  to  envelop  himself  in  a 
cloud  of  smoke.  He  gasped  out  a  great  sigh  of  satis- 
faction, and  his  leathery  eyelids  half  closed.  Presently 
a  gentle  tap  came  at  the  glass  door  which  partitioned  off 
the  office  from  the  store.  Lablache  called  out  a  guttural 
"  Come  in,"  at  the  same  time  glancing  at  the  loud  ticking 
'*  alarm  "  on  the  desk.     He  kiiew  who  his  visitor  was. 

One  of  the  clerks  opened  the  door. 

"  It  is  past  ten,  sir.     Shall  I  close  up  ?  "  he  asked. 

"  Yes;    close  up.     Whose  evening  off  is  it?  " 

"  Rodgers,  sir.  He  is  still  out.  He'll  be  in  before 
midnight,  sir." 

"  Ah,  down  at  the  saloon,  I  expect,"  said  Lablache 
drily.  "  Well,  bolt  the  front  door.  Just  leave  it  on  the 
spring  latch.  I  shall  be  up  until  he  comes  in.  What  arc 
you  two  boys  going  to  do  ?  " 

"  Going  to  bed,  sir." 

"  All  right ;    good-night." 

"  Good-night,  sir." 
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The  door  closed  quietly  after  the  clerk,  and  Lablachc 
heard  his  two  assistants  close  up  the  store  and  then  go 
upstairs  to  their  rooms. 

After  the  departure  of  the  clerk  Lablachc  re-settled 
himself  and  went  on  smoking  placidly.  The  minutes 
ticked  slowly  away.  An  occasional  groan  from  the  long- 
suffering  basket  chair,  and  the  wreathing  clouds  of  smoke 
were  the  only  appreciable  indication  of  life  in  that  little 
room.  By  and  by  the  great  man  reached  a  memorandum 
tablet  from  his  desk  and  dotted  down  a  few  hurried 
figures.  Then  he  breathed  a  sigh,  and  his  face  wore  a  look 
of  satisfaction.  There  could  be  no  doubt  as  to  the  tenor 
of  his  thoughts.     Money,  money.     It  was  life  to  him. 

The  distant  rattle  of  the  spring  lock  of  the  store  front 
door  being  snapped-to  disturbed  the  quiet  of  the  office. 
Lablachc  heard  the  sound.  Then  followed  the  bolting  of 
the  door.  The  moneylender  turned  again  to  his  figures. 
It  was  the  return  of  Rodgers  which  had  disturbed  him. 
He  soon  became  buried  in  further  calculations.  While 
figuring  he  unconsciously  listened  for  the  sound  of  the 
clerk's  footsteps  on  the  stairs  as  he  made  his  way  up  to 
his  room.  The  sound  did  not  come.  Suddenly  the  glass 
door  opened.     The  moneylender  heard  the  handle  move. 

"  Eh,  what  is  it,  Rodgers  ?  "  he  said,  in  a  displeased 
tone.  As  he  spoke  he  peered  through  the  smoke.  '*  What 
do  you  want  ?  "  he  exclaimed  angrily.  Then  he  rubbed 
his  eyes  and  craned  forward,  only  to  fall  back  again  with 
a  muttered  curse.  He  had  stared  into  the  muzzle  of  a 
gun. 

He  moved  his  hand  as  though  to  throw  his  memorandum 
pad  on  the  desk,  but  instantly  a  stern  voice  ordered  him 
to  desist,  and  the  threatening  revolver  came  closer. 

"  Jest  stay  right  thar,  pard."  The  words  were  spoken 
in  an  exaggerated  Western  drawl.  "  My  barker's  mighty 
light  in  the  trigger.  I  guess  it  don't  take  a  hundredweight 
to  loose  it.  And  I  don't  cotton  to  mucking  up  this 
floor." 

Lablachc  remained  still.  He  saw  before  him  the  tall, 
thin  figure  of  a  half-breed.  He  had  black  lank  hair 
which  hung  loosely  down  almost  on  to  his  shoulders.  His 
face  was  the  colour  of  mud,  and  he  was  possessed  of  a  pair 
of  keen  grey  eyes  and  a  thin,  hooked  nose.     His  face  wore 
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a  lofty  look  of  command,  and  was  stamped  by  an  ex- 
pression of  the  utmost  resolution.  He  spoke  easily  and 
showed  not  the  smallest  haste. 

"  Guess  we  ain't  met  before,  boss — not  familiar-like, 
leastways.  My  name's  Retief — Peter  Retief,  an'  I  take 
it  yours  is  Lablache.  Now  I've  jest  come  right  along  to 
do  biz  with  you how  ?  " 

The  compelling  ring  of  metal  faced  the  astonished 
moneylender.     For  the  moment  he  remained  speechless, 

"  Wal  ?  "  drawled  the  other,  with  elaborate  significance. 

Lablache  struggled  for  words.  His  astonishment — 
dismay  made  the  effort  a  difficult  one. 

"  You've  got  the  drop  on  me,  you — you  damned 
scoundrel  1  "  ne  at  last  burst  out,  his  face  for  the  moment 
purpling  with  rage.  "  I'm  forced  to  listen  to  you  now," 
he  went  on ;  "  but  watch  yourself  that  you  make  no  bad 
reckoning,  or  you'll  regret  this  business  until  the  rope's 
round  your  neck.  You'll  get  nothing  out  of  me — but 
what  you  take.  Now,  then,  be  sharp.  What  are  you 
going  to  do  ?  " 

The  half-breed  grinned. 

**  You're  mighty  raw  on  the  hide  jest  now,  I  guess. 
But  see  hyar,  my  reckonin's  are  nigh  as  slick  as  yours. 
'  Danmed  scoundrel '  slidin'  from  yer  flannel  face  is  like 
a  coyote  roundin'  on  a  timber  wolf,  an'  a  coyote  ain't  as 
low  down  as  a  skunk.  I  opine  I  want  a  deal  from  you," 
Retief  went  on,  with  a  hollow  laugh,  '*  and  wot  I  want 
I  mostly  git,  in  these  parts." 

Lablache  was  no  coward.  And  even  now  he  had  not 
the  smallest  fear  for  his  life.  But  the  thought  of  being 
bluffed  by  the  very  man  he  was  willing  to  pay  so  much 
for  the  capture  of  was  infuriating.  The  Breed  noted  the 
effect  of  his  words  and  pushed  his  pistol  almost  to  within 
arm's  reach  of  the  moneylender's  face. 

The  half-breed's  face  suddenly  became  stern. 

"  That's  a  dandy  ranch  of  yours  dovm  south.  Me  and 
my  pards  'ave  taken  a  notion  to  it.  Say,  you're  comin' 
right  along  with  us.  Savee?  Guess  we'll  show  you  the 
slickest  round-up  this  side  o'  the  border.  Now  jest  sit 
right  thar  while  I  let  my  mates  in." 

Retief  took  no  chances.  Lablache,  under  pistol  com- 
pulsion, was  forced  to  remain  motionless  in  his  chair. 
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The  swarthy  Breed  backed  cautiously  to  the  door  until 
his  hand  rested  upon  the  spring  catch.  This,  with  deft 
fingers,  he  turned  and  then  forced  back,  and  the  next 
moment  he  was  joined  by  two  companions  as  dark  as 
himself,  and  likewise  dressed  in  the  picturesque  garb  of 
the  prairie  "  hustler."  The  moiieylender,  in  spite  of  his 
predicament,  was  keenly  alert,  and  lost  no  detail  of  the 
newcomers'  appearance.  He  took  a  careful  mental 
photograph  of  each  of  the  men,  trusting  that  he  might 
find  the  same  useful  in  the  future.  He  wondered  what 
the  next  move  would  be.  He  eyed  the  Breed's  pistol 
furtively,  and  thought  of  his  own  weapon  lying  on  his 
desk  at  the  corner  farthest  from  him.  He  knew  there  was 
no  possible  chance  of  reaching  it.  The  slightest  unbidden 
move  on  his  part  would  mean  instant  death.  He  under- 
stood, only  too  well,  how  lightly  human  life  was  held  by 
these  people.  Implicit  obedience  alone  could  save  him. 
In  those  few  thrilling  moments  he  had  still  time  to  realise 
the  clever  way  in  which  both  he  and  Horrocks  had  been 
duped.  He  liad  never  for  a  moment  believed  in  Gautier's 
story,  but  had  still  less  dreamed  of  such  a  daring  outrage 
as  was  now  being  perpetrated.  He  had  not  long  to  wait 
for  developments.  Directly  the  two  men  were  inside, 
and  the  door  was  again  closed,  Retief  pointed  to  the 
moneylender. 

"  Hustle,  boys — ^the  rope.     Lash  his  feet  !  " 

One  of  the  men  produced  an  old  lariat.  In  a  trice  the 
great  man's  feet  were  fast. 

'*  His  hands  T  "  said  one  of  the  men. 

"  Guess  not.     He's  going  to  write  some.** 

Lablache  instantly  thought  of  his  cheque-book.  But 
Retief  had  no  fancy  for  what  he  considered  was  useless 
paper. 

The  hustler  stepped  over  to  the  desk.  His  keen  eyes 
spotted  the  moneylender's  pistol  lying  upon  the  far 
corner  of  it.  He  had  also  noted  his  prisoner  casting  furtive 
glances  in  the  direction  of  it.  To  prevent  any  mischance, 
he  picked  the  gleaming  weapon  up  and  slipped  it  into  his 
hip  pocket.  After  that  he  drew  a  sheet  of  foolscap  from 
the  stationery  case  and  laid  it  on  the  blotting-pad.  Then 
he  turned  to  his  comrades. 

"  Jest  help  old  money-bags  over,**  he  said  quietly.     He 
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was  thoroughly  alert,  and  as  calmly  indifferent  to  the 
danger  of  discovery  as  if  he  were  engaged  on  the  most 
righteous  work. 

When  Lablache  had  been  hoisted  and  pushed  into 
position  at  the  desk,  the  raider  took  a  pen  and  held  it 
out  towards  him. 

"  Write  I  "  he  said  laconically. 

Lablache  hesitated.  He  looked  from  the  pen  to  the 
man's  levelled  pistol.  Then  he  reluctantly  took  the 
pen.  The  half-breed  promptly  dictated,  and  the  other 
wrote.  The  compulsion  was  exasperating,  and  the  great 
man  scrawled  with  all  the  pettishness  of  a  child. 

The  message  read  : 

"  Retief  is  here.  I  am  a  prisoner.  Follow  up  with  all 
speed." 

"  Now  sign,"  said  the  Breed,  when  the  message  was 
written. 

Lablache  signed  and  flung  down  the  pen. 

"  What's  that  for  ?  "  he  demanded  huskily. 

"  For  ?  "  His  captor  shrugged.  "  I  guess  them 
gophers  of  police  are  snugly  trussed  by  now.  Mebbe, 
though,  one  o'  them  might  'a'  got  clear  away.  When 
they  find  you're  gone,  they'll  light  on  that  paper.  I  jest 
want  'em  to  come  right  along  after  us.  Savee?  It'll 
'most  surprise  'em  when"  they  come  along."  Then  he 
turned  to  his  men.  "  Now,  boys,  lash  his  hands,  and 
cut  his  feet  adrift.  Then,  into  the  buckboard  with  him. 
Guess  his  carcase  is  too  bulky  fur  any  '  plug  '  to  carry. 
Get  a  hustle  on,  lads.  We've  hung  around  here  long 
enough." 

The  men  stepped  forward  to  obey  their  chief,  but,  at 
that  moment,  Lablache  gave  another  display  of  that 
wonderful  agility  of  his  of  which,  at  times,  he  was  capable. 
His  rage  got  the  better  of  him,  and  even  under  the  muzzle 
of  his  captor's  pistol  he  was  determined  to  resist.  At  that 
moment  he  was  desperate. 

The  nearest  Breed  received  a  terrific  buffet  in  the  neck ; 
then,  in  spite  of  his  bound  feet,  Lablache  seized  his  heavy 
swivel  chair,  and,  raising  it  with  all  his  strength,  he  hurled 
it  at  the  other.  Still  Retief 's  pistol  was  silent.  The 
moneylender  noticed  the  fact,  and  he  became  even  more 
assured.     He  turned  heavily  and  aimed  a  blow  at  the 
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"  hustler."  But,  even  as  he  struck,  he  felt  the  weight 
of  Retief's  hand,  and  struggling  to  steady  himself — ^his 
bound  feet  impeding  him — he  overbalanced  and  fell 
heavily  to  the  ground.  In  an  instant  the  Breeds  were 
upon  him.  His  own  handkerchief  was  used  to  gag  him, 
and  his  hands  were  secured.  Then,  without  a  moment's 
delay,  he  was  hoisted  from  the  floor — his  great  weight 
bearing  his  captors  down — ^and  carried  bodily  out  of  the 
office  and  thrown  into  his  own  buckboard,  which  was  wait- 
ing at  the  door.  Retief  sprang  into  the  driving-seat  whilst 
one  of  the  Breeds  held  the  prisoner  down,  some  other  dark 
figures  leapt  into  the  saddles  of  several  waiting  horses,  and 
the  party  dashed  off  at  a  breakneck  speed. 

The  gleaming  stars  gave  out  more  than  sufficient  light 
for  the  desperate  teamster.  He  swung  the  well-fed,  high- 
mettled  horses  of  the  moneylender  round  and  headed 
right  through  the  heart  of  the  settlement.  The  audacity 
of  this  man  was  superlative.  He  lashed  the  animals  into 
a  gallop  which  made  the  saddle  horses  extend  themselves 
to  keep  up.  On,  on  into  the  night  they  raced,  and  almost 
in  a  flash  the  settlement  was  passed.  The  sleepy  inhabi- 
tants of  Foss  River  heard  the  mad  racing  of  the  horses,  but 
paid  no  heed.     The  daring  of  the  raider  was  his  safeguard. 

Lablache  knew  their  destination.  They  were  travelling 
southward,  and  he  felt  that  their  object  was  his  own 
ranch. 
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That  midnight  drive  was  one  long  nightmare  to  the 
unfortunate  captive.  He  had  been  thrown,  sprawling, 
into  the  iron-railed  "  carryall  "  platform  at  the  back  of 
the  buckboard,  and  lay  on  the  nut-studded  slats,  where 
he  was  jolted  and  bumped  about  like  the  proverbial  pea 
on  a  drum. 

When  the  raider  changed  his  direction,  and  turned 
off  the  trail  on  to  the  open  prairie,  the  horrors  of  the 
prisoner's  position  were  intensified  a  hundredfold.  Alone, 
there  was  insufficient  room  for  the  suffering  man  in  the 
limited  space  of  the  "  carryall,"  but  beside  him  sat,  or 
rather  crouched,  a  burly  Breed,  ready  at  a  moment's 
notice  to  quash  any  attempt  at  escape  on  the  part  of  the 
wretched  moneylender. 

Thus  he  was  borne  along,  mile  after  mile,  southward 
towards  his  own  ranch.  Sometimes  during  that  terrible 
ride  Lablache  found  time  to  wonder  what  was  the  object 
of  these  people  in  thus  kidnapping  him.  Surely  if  they 
only  meant  to  carry  off  his  cattle  such  a  task  could  have 
been  done  without  bringing  him  along  with  them.  It 
seemed  to  him  that  there  could  be  only  one  interpretation 
put  upon  the  matter. 

The  real  truth  of  the  situation  was  beyond  his  wildest 
dreams.  The  significance  of  the  fact  that  this  second 
attack  was  made  against  him  was  lost  upon  the  wretched 
man.  He  only  seemed  to  realise  with  natural  dread 
that  Retief — ^the  terror  of  the  countryside — was  in 
this.  Therefore  the  outcome  must  surely  be  the  very 
worst. 

At  length  the  horses  drew  up  at  Lablache's  lonely 
ranch.  His  nearest  neighbour  was  not  within  ten  mile* 
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of  him.  With  that  love  of  power  and  self -aggrandise- 
ment which  always  characterised  him,  the  moneylender 
had  purchased  from  the  (Government  a  vast  tract  of 
country,  and  retained  every  acre  of  it  for  his  own 
stock. 

As  Lablache  was  hoisted  from  the  buckboard  and  set 
upon  his  feet,  and  the  gag  was  removed  from  his  mouth, 
the  first  thing  he  noticed  was  the  absolute  quiescence  of 
the  place.  He  wondered  if  his  foreman  and  the  hands 
were  yet  sleeping. 

He  was  not  long  left  in  doubt.  Retief  gave  a  few  rapid 
orders  to  his  men,  and  as  he  did  so  Lablache  observed,  for 
the  first  time,  that  the  Breeds  numbered  at  least  half  a 
dozen.  He  felt  sure  that  not  more  than  four  besides  their 
chief  had  travelled  with  them,  and  yet  now  the  number 
had  increased. 

The  Breeds  moved  off  in  various  directions,  and  their 
chief  and  the  moneylender  were  left  alone.  As  soon  as 
the  others  were  out  of  earshot  the  raider  approached  his 
captive.  His  face  seemed  to  have  undergone  some 
subtle  change.  The  lofty  air  of  command  had  been 
replaced  by  a  look  of  bitter  hatred. 

"  Now,  Lablache,"  he  said  coldly.  "  I  guess  you're 
goin'  to  see  some  fun.  I  ain't  mostly  hard  on  people. 
I  like  to  do  the  thing  lian'some.  Say,  Til  jest  roll  this 
bar'l  'long  so  as  you  ken  set.  An*  see  hyar,  ef  you're 
mighty  quiet  I'll  loose  them  hands  o'  yours." 

Lablache  deigned  no  reply,  but  the  other  was  as  good 
as  his  word. 

"  Sulky,  some,  I  guess,"  the  half-breed  went  on. 
"  Wal,  I'm  not  goin'  back  on  my  word,"  he  added,  as 
he  rolled  the  barrel  up  to  his  prisoner  and  scotched  it 
securely.     "  Thar,  set  1  " 

The  moneylender  didn't  move. 

"  Set  I  "  This  time  the  word  conveyed  a  command, 
and  the  other  sat  down  on  the  barrel. 

"  Guess  I  can't  stand  cantankerous  cusses.  Now,  let's 
have  a  look  at  yer  bracelets." 

He  sat  beside  his  captive,  and  proceeded  to  loosen  the 
rope  which  bound  his  wrists.  Then  he  quietly  drew  his 
pistol,  and  rested  it  on  his  knee. 

Tiiere  was  a  moment  of  silence  while  the  two  men 


A   NIGHT   OF   TERROR  165 

gazed  at  the  corrals  and  buildings  set  out  before  them. 
Away  to  the  right,  on  a  rising  ground,  stood  a  magnificent 
house  built  of  red  pine  lumber.  Lablache  had  built  this 
as  a  dwelling  for  himself.  For  the  prairie  it  was  palatial, 
and  there  was  nothing  in  the  country  to  equal  it.  This 
building  alone  had  cost  sixty  thousand  dollars.  On  a 
lower  level  there  were  the  great  barns.  Four  or  five  of 
these  stood  linked  up  by  smaller  buildings  and  quarters 
for  the  ranch  hands.  Then  there  was  a  stretch  of  low 
buildings,  which  were  the  boxes  built  for  the  great  man's 
thoroughbred  stud  horses.  He  was  possessed  of  six  such 
animals,  and  their  aggregate  cost  ran  into  thousands  of 
pounds,  each  one  having  been  imported  from  England. 

Then  there  were  the  corrals  with  their  great  ten -foot 
walls,  all  built  of  the  finest  pine  logs  cut  from  the  moun- 
tain forests.  These  corrals  covered  acres  of  groimd,  and 
were  capable  of  sheltering  five  thousand  head  of  cattle 
without  their  capacity  being  taxed.  It  was  an  ideal 
place,  and  represented  a  considerable  fortune.  Lablache 
noticed  that  the  corrals  were  entirely  empty.  He  longed 
to  ask  his  captor  for  explanation,  but  would  not  give 
that  swarthy  individual  the  satisfaction  of  imparting 
unpleasant  information. 

However,  Retief  did  not  intend  to  let  the  moneylender 
off  lightly.  The  cruel  expression  of  his  face  deepened  as 
he  followed  the  direction  of  Lablache's  gaze. 

"  Fine  place,  this,"  he  said,  with  a  comprehensive  nod. 
"  Cost  a  pile  o'  dollars,  I  take  it." 

No  answer. 

"  You  ain't  got  much^  stock.  Guess  the  boys  'ave 
helped  themselves  liberal." 

Lablache  turned  his  face  towards  his  companion.  He 
was  fast  being  drawn. 

*'  Heard  'em  gassin*  about  twenty  thousand  head  some 
days  back.  Guess  they've  borrowed  'em,"  he  went  on 
indifferently. 

"  You  villain  I  "  the  exasperated  prisoner  hissed  at 
last. 

If  ever  a  look  conveyed  a  lust  for  murder  Lablache's 
iashless  eyes  expressed  it. 

"Eh?  What?  Guess  you  ain't  well."  The  icy 
tones  mocked  at  the  distraught  captive. 
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The  moneylender  checked  his  wrath,  and  struggled  to 
keep  cool. 

"  My  cattle  are  on  the  range.  You  could  never  have 
driven  off  twenty  thousand  head.  It  would  have  been 
impossible  without  my  hearing  oi  it.  It  is  more  than  one 
night's  work." 

"  That's  so,"  replied  the  half-breed,  smiling  sar- 
donically. "  Say,  your  hands  and  foreman  are  shut 
up  in  their  shack.  They've  bin  taking  things  easy  fur 
a  day  or  two.  Jest  to  give  my  boys  a  free  hand.  Guess 
we've  been  at  work  here  these  three  days." 

The  moneylender  groaned  inwardly.  He  understood 
the  Breed's  meaning  only  too  well.  At  last  his  bottled-up 
rage  broke  out  again, 

*  Are  you  man  or  devil  that  you  spirit  away  great 
herds  like  this  ?  Across  the  keg  I  know,  but  how — how  ? 
Twenty  thousand  !  My  (k)d,  youll  swing  for  this  night's 
work  I  "  he  went  on  impotently.  "  The  whole  country- 
side will  be  after  you.  I  am  not  the  man  to  sit  down 
quietly  under  such  handling.  If  I  spend  every  cent  I'm 
possessed  of,  you  shall  be  hounded  down  until  you  dare 
not  show  your  face  on  this  side  of  the  border." 

"  Easy,  boss,"  the  Breed  retorted  imperturbably. 
"  Ef  you  want  to  see  that  precious  store  o'  yours  again 
a  civil  tongue  '11  help  you  best.  I'm  mostly  a  patient 
man — easygoin'  like.  Now,  jest  keep  calm,  an'  I'll  let 
you  see  the  fun.  Now,  that's  a  neat  shack  o'  yours," 
jfie  went  on,  pointing  to  the  moneylender's  mansion. 
**  Wonder  ef  I  could  put  a  dose  o'  lead  into  one  o'  the 
windows  from  here." 

Lablache  began  to  think  he  was  dealing  with  a  mad- 
man. He  remained  silent,  and  the  Breed  levelled  his 
pistol  in  the  direction  of  the  house  and  fired.  A  moment's 
silence  followed  the  sharp  report.  Then  Retief  turned  to 
his  captive. 

*'  Guess  I  didn't  hear  any  glass  smash.  Likely  I  missed 
it."  And  he  chuckled,  fiendishly.  Lablache  sat  gazing 
moodily  at  the  building.  Then  the  half-breed's  voice 
roused  him.  "  Hallo,  wot's  that  ?  "  He  was  pointing 
at  the  house.  "  Wliy,  some  galoot's  lightin'  a  bonfire  ? 
Say,  that's  dangerous,  Lablacne.  They  might  fire  your 
place." 
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But  the  other  did  not  answer.  His  eyes  were  staring 
wide  with  horror.  As  if  in  answer  to  the  pistol-shot  a 
fire  had  been  lit  against  the  side  of  the  house.  It  was  no 
ordinary  fire  either,  but  a  great  pile  of  hay.  The  flames 
shot  up  with  terrible  swiftness,  licking  up  the  side  of  the 
red  pine  house  with  lightning  rapidity.  Lablache  under- 
stood. The  house  was  to  be  demolished,  and  Retief  had 
given  the  signal.  He  leapt  up  from  his  seat,  forgetful  of 
his  bound  feet,  and  made  as  though  to  seize  the  Breed 
by  the  throat.  He  got  no  further,  however,  for  Retief 
gripped  him  by  the  shoulder,  and  notwithstanding  his 
great  bulk,  hurled  him  back  on  to  the  barrel,  at  the 
same  time  pressing  the  muzzle  of  his  pistol  into  his 
face. 

"  Set  down,  you  scum  I  "  he  thundered.  "  Another 
move  like  that,  an'  I'll  let  the  atmosphere  into  yer  I  " 
Then,  with  a  sudden  return  to  his  grim  pastime,  as  the 
other  remained  quiet :  '*  Say,  red  pine  makes  powerful 
fine  kindlin'.  I  reckon  they'll  see  that  light  at  the  settle- 
ment. You  don't  seem  pleased,  man.  Ain't  it  a  beaut.  ? 
Look,  they've  started  it  the  other  side.  Now  the  smoke- 
stack's caught.  Bum,  burn,  you  beauty.  Look,  Lab- 
lache, a  sixty  thousand  dollar  fire,  an'  all  yours.  Ain't 
you  proud  to  think  that  it's  all  yours  ?  " 

Lablache  was  speechless  with  horror.  The  Breed 
watched  him  as  a  tiger  might  contemplate  its  helpless 
prey.  He  understood  something  of  the  agony  the  great 
man  was  suffering.  He  wanted  him  to  su£fer-:--he  meant 
him  to  suffer.  But  he  had  only  just  begun  the  torture  he 
had  so  carefully  prepared  for  his  victim. 

Presently  the  roof  of  the  building  crashed  in,  and,  for 
the  moment,  the  blaze  leapt  high.  Then  soon  it  began 
to  die  down.  Retief  seemed  to  tire  of  watching  the 
dying  blaze.     He  turned  again  to  his  prisoner, 

"  Not  'nough,  eh  ?  Not  'nough.  We  can't  stop  here 
all  night.  Let's  have  the  rest.  The  sight  '11  warm  your 
heart  1  "  And  he  laughed  at  his  own  grim  pleasantry. 
**  The  boys  have  cleared  out  your  stud  *  plugs.'  And,  1 
guess,  yer  bams  are  chocked  full  of  yer  wheel  gearing  and 
implements.     Say,  I  guess  we'll  have  'em  next," 

He  turned  from  his  silent  captive  without  waiting  for 
reply,  and  rapidly  discharged  the  remaining  five  barrels 
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of  his  pistol.  For  answer,  another  five  bonfires  were 
lighted  round  the  barns  and  corrals.  Almost  instantly 
the  whole  place  became  a  gorgeous  blaze  of  light.  The 
entire  ranch,  with  the  exception  of  one  little  shack,  was 
now  burning  as  only  pine  wood  can  burn.  It  was  a 
terrible,  never-to-be-forgotten  sight,  and  Lablache  groaned 
audibly  as  he  saw  the  pride  of  his  wealth  rapidly  gutted. 
The  sight  of  the  demolishing  of  his  beautiful  ranch — 
probably  the  most  beautiful  in  the  country — was  a  cruelly 
exquisite  torture  to  the  money-loving  man.  That  dread 
conflagration  represented  the  loss  to  him  of  a  fortune; 
for,  with  grasping  pusillanimity,  Lablache  had  refused  to 
insure  his  property.  Had  Rctief  known  this  he  could 
not  have  served  his  own  purpose  better.  Possibly  he 
did  know,  and  possibly  that  was  the  inducement  which 
prompted  his  action. 

When  the  fire  was  at  its  height  Retief  again  addressed 
his  taunting  language  to  the  man  beside  him,  and  Lablache 
writhed  under  the  lash  of  that  scathing  tongue. 

"  I've  heerd  tell  you  wer'  mighty  proud  of  this  place  of 
yours.  Spent  piles  o'  bills  on  it.  Nothin'  like  circulatin' 
cash,  I  guess.  Say,  now,  how  long  did  it  take  you  to  fix 
them  shacks  up  ?  " 

Lablache  was  beyond  mere  words. 

"  A  sight  longer  than  it  takes  a  bit  of  kindlin'  to  fetch 
'em  down,  I  take  it,"  he  went  on  placidly.  "  WT^ien  d'ye 
think  you'll  start  rebuilding?  I  wonder,"  thoughtfully, 
"  why  they  don't  fire  that  shed  yonder,"  pointing  to  the 
only  building  left  untouched.  "  Ah,  I  was  forgcttin', 
that's  whar  your  hands  are  enjoyin'  themselves.  It's 
thoughtful  o'  the  boys.  I  guess  they're  good  lads.  They 
don't  cotton  to  killiii'  prairie  hands.  But  they  ain't  so 
particular  over  useless  lumps  o'  flesh,  I  guess  " — with  a 
glance  at  the  stricken  man  beside  him. 

Lablache  was  gasping  heavily. 

*'  You  don't  seem  to  fancy  things  much,"  Retief  went 
on,  **  Guess  you  ain't  enjoyin'  yerself.  Brace  up,  pard; 
you  won't  git  another  sight  like  this  fur  some  time.  Why, 
wot's  ailing  yer  ?  "  as  the  barrel  on  which  they  were  seated 
moved,  and  Lablache  nearly  rolled  over  backwards.  "  I 
hadn't  a  notion  yer  wouldn't  enjoy  yerself.  Say,  jest 
look  right  thar.     Them  barns,"  he  added,  pointing  to- 
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wards  the  fire,  "  was  built  mighty  solid.  They're  on'y 
jest  cavin*." 

Lablache  remained  silent,  a  prey  to  an  overwhelming 
terror. 

The  watching  half-breed  at  length  rose  from  his  seat, 
and  shrugged  his  thin,  stooping  shoulders.  He  had  had 
enough  of  his  pastime,  and  time  was  getting  on.  He 
had  other  work  to  do  before  daylight.  He  put  his  hand  to 
his  mouth,  and  imitated  the  cry  of  the  coyote.  An 
instant  later  answering  cries  came  from  various  directions, 
and  presently  the  Breeds  gathered  round  their  chief. 

"  Say,  bring  up  the  '  plugs,'  lads.  The  old  boy's  had 
his  bellyful.  I  guess  we'll  git  on."  Then  he  turned 
upon  the  broken  moneylender,  and  spoke  while  he  re- 
charged the  chambers  of  his  pistol. 

"  See  hyar,  Lablache,  this  night's  work  is  on'y  a  begin- 
ning. So  long  as  you  Uve  in  Foss  River  Settlement  so 
long  will  I  hunt  you  out  an'  hustle  yer  stock.  You  talked 
of  houndin'  me,  but  I  guess  the  shoe's  on  the  other  foot, 
I  ain't  finished  by  a  sight,  an'  you'll  hear  from  me  ag'in. 
I  don't  fancy  yer  life,"  he  went  on,  with  a  grin.  **  Et's 
too  easy,  I  guess.  Et's  yer  bills  I'm  after.  Ye've  got 
plenty  an'  to  spare.  But  bills  is  all-fired  awk'ud  to  handle 
when  they  pass  thro'  your  dirty  hands.  So  I'll  wait  till 
you've  turned  'em  into  stock.  Savee?  I'm  jest  goin' 
right  on  now.  Thar's  a  bunch  o'  yer  steers  waitin'  to  be 
taken  off.  Happen  I'm  goin'  to  see  to  'em  right  away. 
One  o'  these  lads  '11  jest  set  some  bracelets  on  yer  hands, 
and  leave  yer  tucked  up  and  comfortable  so  you  can't 
do  any  harm,  and  you  can  set  right  thar  an'  wait  till 
Bome'un  comes  along  an'  looses  yer.  So  long,  pard; 
an'  remember,  Foss  River's  the  hottest  place  outside  o' 
hell  fur  you,  jest  now." 

Some  of  the  half-breeds  had  brought  up  the  horses 
whilst  Retief  was  talking,  and  as  he  finished  speaking,  the 
hustler  vaulted  on  to  the  back  of  the  great  chestnut, 
Golden  Eagle,  and  prepared  to  ride  away,  WTiilst  the 
others  were  getting  into  their  saddles  he  took  one  look 
at  the  wretched  captive  whose  hands  had  been  again 
secured.  Then  he  swung  liis  charger  round,  and,  at  the 
head  of  his  men,  galloped  away  out  into  the  starry  night. 


CHAPTER    XXI 

HORROCKS    LEARNS    THE    SECRET    OF    THE    MUSKEG 

The  rope  which  brought  Horrocks  to  the  ground  came 
near  to  strangling  him.  He  struggled  wildly  as  he  fell, 
and,  as  he  struggled,  the  grip  of  the  rope  tightened.  He 
felt  that  the  blood  was  ready  to  burst  from  his  temples 
and  eyes.  Then  everything  seemed  to  swim  about  him, 
and  he  believed  consciousness  was  leaving  him. 

The  next  thing  that  the  policeman  knew  was  that  he 
was  stretched  on  his  back  upon  the  ground,  disarmed, 
and  with  a  great  bandana  secured  about  his  eyes  and 
mouth,  and  his  hands  tied  behind  his  back*  Then  a 
gxuff  voice  bade  him  rise,  and,  as  he  silently  obeyed,  he 
was  glad  to  feel  that  the  gripping  lariat  was  removed  from 
his  throat.  He  stood,  turning  his  head  from  side  to  side, 
blindly  seeking  to  penetrate  the  bandage  about  his  eyes. 

He  was  not  given  long  for  his  futile  efforts.  The  same 
rough  voice  which  had  bade  him  rise  now  ordered  him 
to  walk,  and  he  found  himself  forced  forward  by  the  aid 
of  a  heavy  hand  which  gripped  one  of  his  arms. 

After  a  few  steps  he  was  again  halted,  and  then  he 
felt  himself  seized  from  behind,  and  lifted  bodily  into  a 
conveyance. 

He  quickly  realised  that  he  was  in  a  buckboard.  Then 
two  men  jumped  in  after  him,  and  he  found  himself  seated 
between  them.     And  so  he  was  driven  off. 

In  less  than  half  an  hour  from  the  time  of  his  capture 
the  buckboard  drew  up  beside  some  bush.  Horrocks 
knew  it  was  a  bluff.  He  could  hear  the  rustle  of  the 
leaves  as  they  fluttered  in  the  gentle  night  air.  Then 
he  was  unceremoniously  hustled  to  the  ground,  and, 
equally  unceremoniously,  urged  forward  until  his  feet 
trod  upon  the  stubbly,  breaking  imdergrowth.     Next  he 
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was  brought  to  a  stand  and  swung  round,  face  about, 
his  bonds  were  removed,  and  four  powerful  hands  gripped 
his  arms.  By  these  he  was  drawn  backwards  until  he 
bumped  against  a  tree-trunk.  His  hands  were  then 
again  made  fast,  but  this  time  his  arms  embraced  the 
tree  behind  him.     In  this  manner  he  was  securely  trussed. 

Now  from  behind  a  hand  reached  over,  and,  by  a  swift 
movement,  removed  the  bandage  from  before  his  eyes. 
Then,  before  he  had  time  to  turn  his  head,  he  heard  a 
scrambling  through  the  bush,  and,  a  moment  later,  the 
sound  of  the  creaking  buckboard  rapidly  receding.  He 
was  left  alone;  and,  after  one  swift,  comprehensive 
survey,  to  his  surprise,  he  found  himself  facing  the  wide- 
spreading  muskeg,  at  the  very  spot  where  he  had  given 
up  further  pursuit  of  the  cattle  whose  '*  spur  "  he  had 
traced  down  to  the  brink  of  the  mire. 

His  astonishment  rendered  him  oblivious  to  all  else. 
He  merely  gazed  out  across  that  deceptive  fiat  and  won- 
dered. Why — why  had  this  thing  been  done,  and  what 
strange  freak  had  induced  the  "  hustler  "  to  conceive 
such  a  form  of  imprisonment  for  his  captive? 

Presently  he  thought  of  his  bonds,  and  cautiously 
tried  them.  The  Breeds  had  done  their  work  well,  and 
he  realised  that  he  must  wait  for  the  raider's  pleasure. 

How  long  that  solitary  vigil  lasted  Horrocks  had  no 
idea.  He  considered  himself  more  than  fortunate  that 
his  captors  had  seen  fit  to  remove  the  bandage  from  his 
eyes.  In  spite  of  his  painful  captivity,  he  felt  less  helpless 
from  the  fact  that  he  could  see  what  might  be  about 
him. 

From  a  general  survey  his  attention  soon  became 
riveted  upon  the  muskeg  spread  out  before  him.  He 
could  see  the  ghostly  outline  of  the  distant  peaks  of  the 
mountains,  he  could  hear  the  haunting  cries  of  nightfowl 
and  coyote ;  but  these  things  failed  to  interest  him.  The 
path — the  secret  of  the  great  keg.  That  was  the  absorbing 
thought  which  occupied  his  waiting  moments.  He  felt 
that  its  discovery  would  more  than  compensate  for  any 
blunders  he  had  made.  He  strained  his  keen  eyes  as  he 
gazed  at  the  tall,  waving  grass  of  the  mire,  as  though  to 
tear  from  the  bosom  of  the  awful  swamp  the  secret  it 
so  jealously  guarded.    He  slowly  surveyed  its  dark  surface, 
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almost  inch  by  inch,  in  the  hopes  of  discovering  the  smallest, 
indication  or  difference  which  might  lead  to  the  desired 
end. 

There  was  nothing  in  what  he  saw  to  guide  him,  nothing 
which  offered  the  least  suggestion  of  a  path. 

In  spite  of  his  position,  in  spite  of  his  anxiety  of  mind, 
the  police  officer  began  to  grow  drowsy.  The  long  night's 
vigil  was  telling,  and  Horrocks  found  his  head  drooping 
forwards,  and,  even  against  his  will,  his  eyes  would  close. 
Time  and  again  he  pulled  himself  together,  only  the  next 
instant  to  catch  himself  dozing  off  again. 

Suddenly,  however,  he  was  electrified  into  life.  He 
was  awake  now,  and  all  drowsiness  had  vanished.  A 
sound — distant,  rumbling,  but  distinct — had  fallen  upon 
his,  for  the  moment,  dulled  ears.  For  awhile  it  likened 
to  the  far-off  growl  of  thunder,  blending  with  a  steady 
rush  of  wind.  But  it  was  not  passing.  The  sound  re- 
mained and  grew  steadily  louder.  A  minute  passed — then 
another  and  then  another.  Horrocks  stared  in  the 
direction,  listening  with  almost  painful  intensity.  As  the 
rumbling  grew,  and  the  sound  became  more  distinct,  a 
light  of  intelligence  crept  into  the  prisoner's  face.  He 
heard  and  recognised. 

"  Cattle  I  "  he  muttered,  and  in  that  pronouncement 
was  an  inflection  of  joy.  "  Cattle — and  moving  at  a 
great  pace." 

He  was  alert  as  ever  now,  as  alert  as  he  had  ever  been 
in  his  hfe.  Was  he  at  last  going  to  discover  the  coveted 
secret?  Cattle  travelling  fast  at  this  time  of  night,  and 
in  the  vicinity  of  the  great  keg.  What  could  it  mean  ? 
To  his  mind  there  could  only  be  one  construction  which 
he  could  reasonably  put  upon  the  circumstance.  The 
cattle  were  being  "  hustled,"  and  the  hustler  must  be 
the  half-breed,  Retief. 

Then,  like  a  douche  of  cold  water,  followed  the  thought 
that  he  had  been  purposely  made  a  prisoner  at  the  edge 
ef  the  muskeg.  Surely  he  was  not  to  be  allowed  to  see 
the  cattle  pass  over  the  mire  and  then  be  permitted  to 
go  free.  Even  Retief  in  his  wildest  moments  of  bravado 
could  not  meditate  so  reckless  a  proceeding.  No,  there 
was  some  subtle  purpose  underlying  this  new  development 
— possibly  the  outcome  was  to  be  far  more  grim  than  he 
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had  supposed.  He  waited,  horrified  at  his  own  thoughts, 
but  fascinated  in  spite  of  himself. 

The  sound  grew  rapidly.  He  fancied,  even  in  the  un- 
certain light,  that  he  could  see  the  distant  crowd  of  beasts 
silhouetted  against  the  sky-line.  His  post  of  imprison- 
ment was  upon  the  outskirts  of  the  bush,  and  he  had  a 
perfect  and  uninterrupted  view  of  the  prairie  along  the 
brink  of  the  keg,  both  to  the  north  and  south. 

It  was  his  fancy,  however,  which  designed  the  silhouette, 
and  he  soon  became  aware  that  the  herd  was  nearer  than 
he  had  supposed.  The  noise  had  become  a  continuous 
roar  as  the  driven  beasts  came  on,  and  he  saw  them  loom 
towards  liim  a  black  patch  on  the  dark  background  of 
the  dimly  lit  prairie.  The  bunch  was  large,  but  his 
straining  eyes  as  yet  could  make  no  estimate  of  its  numbers. 
He  could  sec  several  herders,  but  these,  too,  were  as  yet 
beyond  recognition. 

Yet  anotlier  surprise  was  in  store  for  the  waiting  man. 
So  fixed  had  his  attention  been  upon  the  oncoming  cattle 
that  he  had  not  once  removed  his  eyes  from  the  direction 
of  their  approach.  Now,  however,  a  prolonged  bellow 
to  the  right  of  him  caused  him  to  turn  abruptly.  To  his 
utter  astonishment  he  saw,  not  fifty  yards  from  him,  a 
solitary  horseman  leading  a  couple  of  steers  by  ropes 
affixed  to  their  horns.  He  wondered  how  long  this  strange 
apparition  had  been  there.  The  horse  was  calmly  nibbling 
at  the  grass,  and  the  man  was  quietly  resting  himself 
with  elbows  propped  upon  the  horn  of  his  saddle.  He, 
too,  appeared  to  be  gazing  in  the  direction  of  the  oncoming 
cattle.  Horrocks  tried  hard  to  distinguish  the  man's 
appearance,  but  the  light  was  too  uncertain  to  give  him 
more  than  the  vaguest  idea  of  his  personality. 

The  horse  seemed  to  be  black  or  very  dark  brown.  And 
the  general  outline  of  the  rider  was  that  of  a  short,  slight 
man,  with  rather  long  hair  which  flowed  from  beneath 
the  brim  of  his  hat.  The  most  curious  distinguishable 
feature  was  his  slightness.  The  horse  was  big  and  the 
man  was  so  small  that,  as  he  sat  astride  of  his  charger, 
he  looked  to  be  little  more  than  a  boy  of  fifteen  or 
sixteen. 

Horrocks's  survey  was  cut  short,  however,  for  now  the 
herd  of  cattle  was  tearing  down  upon  him  at  a  desperate 
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racing  pace.  He  saw  the  solitary  rider  gather  up  his 
lines  and  move  his  horse  further  away  from  the  edge  of 
the  muskeg.  Then  the  herd  of  cattle  came  along.  They 
raced  past  the  bluff  where  the  officer  was  stationed, 
accompanied  by  four  swarthy  drivers,  one  of  whom  was 
mounted  upon  a  great  chestnut  horse  whose  magnificent 
stride  and  proportions  fixed  the  captive's  attention. 
He  had  heard  of  **  (iolden  Eagle,"  and  he  had  no  doubt 
in  his  mind  that  this  was  he  and  the  rider  was  the  celebrated 
cattle-thief.  The  band  and  its  drovers  swept  by,  and 
Horrocks  estimated  that  the  cattle  numbered  many 
hundreds. 

After  a  while  he  heard  the  sound  of  voices.  Then  the 
beasts  were  driven  back  again  over  their  tracks,  only  at  a 
more  gentle  pace.  Several  times  the  performance  was 
gone  through,  and  each  time,  as  they  passed  him,  Horrocks 
noticed  that  their  pace  was  decreased,  until  by  the  sixth 
time  they  passed  their  gait  had  become  a  siqiple  mouch, 
and  they  leisurely  nipped  up  the  grass  as  they  went.  It 
was  a  masterly  display  of  how  cattle  can  be  handled,  and 
Horrocks  forgot  for  a  while  his  other  troubles  in  his 
interest  in  the  spectacle. 

After  passing  him  for  the  sixth  time  the  cattle  came 
to  a  halt ;  and  then  the  strangest  part  of  this  strange 
scene  was  enacted.  The  horseman  with  the  led  steers, 
whom,  by  this  time,  Horrocks  had  almost  forgotton,  came 
leisurely  upon  the  field  of  action.  No  instructions  were 
given.  The  whole  thing  was  done  in  almost  absolute 
silence.  It  seemed  as  if  long  practice  had  perfected  the 
method  of  procedure. 

The  horseman  advanced  to  the  brink  of  the  muskeg, 
exactly  opposite  to  the  bluff  where  the  captive  was  tied, 
and  with  him  the  two  led  steers.  Horrocks  held  his  breath 
— ^his  excitement  was  intense.  The  swarthy  drivers  roused 
the  tired  cattle,  and  headed  them  towards  the  captive 
steers.  Horrocks  saw  the  boyish  rider  urge  his  horse 
fearlessly  on  to  the  treacherous  surface  of  the  keg.  The 
now  docile  and  exhausted  cattle  followed  leisurely. 
Where  it  was  good  enough  for  the  captive  leaders  to  go 
it  was  good  enough  for  the  weary  beasts  to  follow,  and 
so,  as  the  boy  rider  moved  forward,  the  great  herd  followed 
in  twos  and  threes.     The  four  drivers  remained  until  the 
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end,  and  then,  as  the  last  steer  set  foot  on  the  dreadful 
mire,  they  too  joined  in  the  silent  procession, 

Horrocks  exerted  all  his  prairie  instinct  as  he  watched 
the  course  of  that  silent  band.  He  was  committing  to 
memory,  as  far  as  he  was  capable,  the  direction  of  the 
path  across  the  keg,  for,  when  opportunity  offered,  he 
was  determined  to  follow  up  his  discovery,  and  attempt 
the  journey  himself.  He  fancied,  in  his  own  secret  heart, 
that  Retie'f  had  at  last  overreached  himself,  and  in  thus 
giving  away  his  secret  he  was  paving  the  way  to  his  own 
capture. 

It  was  not  long  before  the  cattle  and  their  drivers 
passed  out  of  sight,  but  Horrocks  continued  to  watch, 
so  that  he  should  lose  no  chance  detail  of  interest. 
x\t  length,  however,  he  found  that  his  straining  gaze  was 
useless,  and  all  further  interest  passed  out  of  his  lonely 
vigil. 

Now  he  busied  himself  with  plans  for  his  future  move- 
ments, when  he  should  once  more  be  free.  And  in  such 
thought  the  long  night  passed,  and  the  time  drew  on 
towards  dawn. 

The  surprises  of  the  night  were  not  yet  over,  however, 
for  just  before  the  fu*st  streaks  of  daylight  shot  athwart 
the  eastern  sky  he  saw  two  horsemen  returning  across  the 
muskeg.  He  quickly  recognised  them  as  being  the  raider 
himself  and  the  boyish  rider  who  had  led  the  cattle  across 
the  mire.  They  came  across  at  a  good  pace,  and  as  they 
reached  the  bank  the  officer  was  disgusted  to  see  the  boy 
ride  off  in  a  direction  away  from  the  settlement,  and  the 
raider  come  straight  towards  the  bluff.  Horrocks  was 
curious  about  the  boy  who  seemed  so  conversant  with  the 
path  across  the  mire,  and  was  anxious  to  have  obtained 
a  clearer  view  of  him. 

The  raider  drew  his  horse  up  within  a  few  yards  of  the 
captive.  In  spite  of  himself,  he  could  not  help  but  feel 
a  strange  admiration  for  this  lawless  Breed. 

There  was  something  wonderfully  fascinating  and  lofty 
in  the  hustler's  direct,  piercing  gaze  as,  proudly  disdainful, 
he  looked  down  upon  his  discomfited  prisoner. 

He  seemed  in  no  hurry  to  speak.  A  shadowy  smile 
hovered  about  his  face  as  he  eyed  the  officer.  Then  he 
turned  away  and  looked  over  to  the  eastern  horizon. 
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He  turned  back  again  and  drawled  out  a  greeting.  It 
was  not  cordial,  but  it  was  characteristic  of  him. 

"  Wal  ?  "  Ilorrocks  made  no  reply.  The  Breed 
laughed  mockingly,  and  leant  forward  upon  the  horn  of  his 
saddle.  "  Guess  you've  satisfied  your  curiosity — some. 
Say,  the  boys  didn't  handle  you  too  rough,  I  take  it?  I 
told  'em  to  go  light." 

Horrocks  was  constrained  to  retort. 

"  Not  so  rough  as  you'll  be  handled  when  you  get  the 
law  about  you." 

"  Now  I  call  that  unfriendly.  Guess  them's  gopher's 
words.  But  say,  pard,  the  law  ain't  got  me  yet.  Wot 
d'ye  think  of  the  road  across  the  keg  ?  Mighty  fine  trail 
that  ?  "     He  laughed  as  though  enjoying  a  good  joke. 

Horrocks  felt  that  he  must  terminate  this  interview. 
The  Breed  had  a  most  provoking  way  with  him.  His 
self-satisfaction  annoyed  his  hearer. 

"  How  much  longer  do  you  intend  to  keep  me  here  ?  " 
Horrocks  exclaimed  bitterly,  "  I  suppose  you  mean 
murder;  you'd  better  get  on  with  it  and  stop  gassing. 
Men  of  your  kidney  don't  generally  take  so  much  time 
over  that  sort  of  business." 

Retief  seemed  quite  unruffled. 

"Murder?  Why,  man,  I  didn't  bring  you  here  to 
murder  you.  Guess  ef  I'd  a  notion  that  way  you'd  'a* 
been  done  neat  long  ago.  No,  I  jest  wanted  to  show  you 
what  you  wanted  to  find  out.  Now  I'm  goin'  to  let  you 
go,  so  you  ati'  that  skunk  Lablache  '11  be  able  to  chin  wag 
over  this  night's  doin's.  That's  wot  I'm  here  far  right 
now." 

As  he  finished  speaking,  the  Breed  circled  Golden  Eagle 
round  behind  the  tree,  and  bending  low  down  from  the 
saddle,  he  cut  the  rope  which  held  the  policeman's  wrists. 
Horrocks,  feeling  himself  freed,  stepped  quickly  from 
the  bush  into  the  open,  and  faced  about  towards  his 
liberator.  As  he  did  so  he  found  himself  looking  up  into 
the  muzzle  of  Retief's  revolver.  He  stood  his  ground 
unflinchingly. 

"  Now,  see  hyar,  pard,"  said  Retief  quietly,  "  I've 
a  mighty  fine  respect  for  you.  You've  got  grit,  anyway. 
But  that  ain't  all  you  need.  '  Savee's  '  a  mighty  fine 
thing — on  occasions.     I'll  jest  give  yer  a  piece  of  advice 
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right  hyar.  You  go  straight  off  down  to  Lablache's  ranch. 
You'll  find  him  thar.  You  ken  set  him  free,  also  his 
ranch  boys,  an'  when  you've  done  that  jest  make  tracks 
for  Stormy  Cloud  an'  don't  draw  rein  till  you  git  thar. 
Ef  ever  you  see  Retief  on  one  trail,  jest  hit  right  off  on  to 
another.  Say,  work  on  that,  an'  you  ain't  like  to  come 
to  no  harm.  But  I  swear,  right  hyar,  ef  you  an'  me  ever 
come  to  close  quarters  I'll  perforate  you.  So  long,  pard. 
It's  jest  gettin'  daylight,  an'  I  don't  calc'late  to  slouch 
around  hyar  when  the  sun's  shinin'.  Don't  go  fur  to 
forget  my  advice,  I  don't  charge  nothin'  fur  it,  but  it's 
good,  pard — real  good,  for  all  that.     So  long  I  " 

He  swung  his  horse  round,  and  before  Horrocks  had 
time  to  collect  himself,  he  was  almost  out  of  sight. 

Half  dazed  and  still  wondering,  he  mechanically  began 
to  walk  slowly  in  the  direction  of  the  Foss  River  Settle- 
ment. 


CHAPTER   XXII 

THE    DAY    AFTER 

Morning  broke  over  a  disturbed  and  restless  eommunif y 
at  Foss  River. 

Amongst  the  earliest  abroad  was  Dr.  Abbot.  '*  Aunt  " 
Margaret's  interest  was  not  sufficient  to  drag  her  from  her 
downy  couch  thus  early,  but  she  saw  no  reason  why  the 
doctor  should  not  glean  for  her  the  information  she  re- 
quired. Therefore  the  doctor  rose  and  shivered  in  the 
brisk  morning  air. 

The  market-place  was  almost  deserted  when  he  passed 
out  of  his  door,  A  neche  was  leisurely  cleaning  up  round 
Lablache's  store,  whilst  the  local  butcher  was  already 
busy  swabbing  out  the  little  shed  which  did  duty  for  his 
shop.  As  yet  there  was  no  other  sign  of  life  abroad,  and 
Dr.  Abbot  prepared  to  walk  across  to  the  butcher  for  a 
gossip. 

As  he  approached  the  energetic  butcher  he  saw  a  man 
entering  the  market-place  from  the  southern  extremity 
of  the  settlement.  In  a  moment  he  recognised  Thompson, 
one  of  the  clerks  from  Lablache's  store,  and  went  across 
to  meet  him. 

*'  Momin',  Thompson,"  he  said,  peering  keenly  into 
the  man's  pale,  haggard  face.  "  What's  up  with  you  ? 
You  look  positively  ill.  Have  you  heard  how  the  arrest 
went  off  last  night  ?  " 

The  clerk  wearily  passed  his  hand  across  his  forehead. 
He  seemed  half  asleep,  and,  as  the  doctor  had  asserted, 
thoroughly  ill. 

"Arrest,  doctor?  Precious  little  arrest  there's  been! 
I've  been  out  on  the  prairie  all  night.  What,  haven't 
you   heard   about   the   governor  ?     Good   lor'  1    I   don't 
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i 
know  what's  going  to  happen  to  us  all.     Do  you  think 

we're  safe  here  ?  " 

"  Safe  here  ?  What  do  you  mean,  man  ?  "  the  doctor 
answered,  noting  the  other's  fearful  glances  round. 
"  Why,  what  ails  you  ?     What  about  Lablache  ?  " 

Others  had  now  appeared  upon  the  market-place,  and 
Dr.  Abbot  saw  "  Lord  "  Bill,  dressed  in  a  grey  tweed  suit, 
and  looking  as  fresh  as  il  he  had  just  emerged  from  the 
proverbial  bandbox,  coming  leisurely  towards  him. 

"  What  about  Lablache,  eh  ?  "  replied  Thompson, 
echoing  the  doctor's  question  ruefully.  "  A  pretty  nice 
thing  Horrocks  and  his  fellows  have  let  themselves,  and 
us,  in  for." 

Bill  had  come  up  now,  and  several  others  joined  the 
group.  They  stood  by  and  listened  while  the  clerk  told 
his  story.  And  what  a  story  it  was,  too.  It  was  vividly 
sanguinary,  and  enough  to  strike  terror  into  the  hearts 
of  his  audience. 

He  told  with  great  gusto  of  how  Lablache  had  been 
abducted.  How  the  police  horses  and  the  moneylender's 
had  been  stolen  from  the  stables  at  the  store.  He  dwelt 
on  the  frightful  horrors  committed  up  at  the  Breed  camp. 
How  he  had  seen  the  police  shot  down  before  his  very 
eyes,  and  he  became  expansive  on  the  fact  that,  with  his 
own  hands,  Retief  had  carried  off  Horrocks,  and  how  he 
had  heard  the  raider  declare  his  intention  of  hanging 
him.  It  was  a  terrible  tale  of  woe,  and  his  audience  was 
thrilled  and  horrified.  *'  Lord  "  Bill  alone  appeared  un- 
moved. A  close  observer  even  might  have  noticed  the 
faintest  suspicion  of  a  smile  at  the  corners  of  his  mouth. 
The  smile  broadened  as  the  sharp  doctor  launched  a 
question  at  the  narrator  of  terrible  facts. 

"  How  came  you  to  see  all  this,  and  escape  ?  " 

Thompson  was  at  no  loss.  He  told  how  he  had  been 
sent  up  by  "  Poker  "  John  to  find  Horrocks,  and  tell  him 
about  Lablache.  How  he  arrived  in  time  to  see  the  horrors 
perpetrated,  and  how  he  only  managed  to  escape  with  his 
own  life  by  flight,  under  cover  of  the  darkness,  and  how, 
pursued  by  the  bloodthirsty  Breeds,  he  had  managed  to 
hide  on  the  prairie,  where  he  remained  until  daylight,  and 
then  by  a  circuitous  route  got  back  to  the  settlement. 

**  I  tell  you  what  it  is,  doctor,"  he  finished  up  conse* 
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quentially,  "  the  Breeds  are  in  open  rebellion,  and,  headed 
by  the  devil  Retief,  intend  to  clear  us  whites  out  of  the 
country.  It's  the  starting  of  another  Riel  rebellion, 
and  if  we  don't  get  help  from  the  Government  quickly, 
it's  all  up  with  us.  That's  ray  opinion,"  and  he  gazed 
patronisingly  upon  the  crowd  which  by  this  time  had 
assembled. 

"  Nonsense,  man  I  "  said  the  doctor  sharply.  "  Besides, 
you're  in  a  blue  funk.  Come  on  over  to  '  old  man  ' 
Smith's  and  have  a  '  freshener.'  You  want  bucking-up. 
Coming  Bill  ?  "  he  went  on,  turning  to  Bunning-Ford. 
"  I  want  an  '  eye-opener  *  myself.  What  say  to  a 
•  Collins  •  ?  •• 

"  Poker  "  John  was  already  at  the  saloon  when  the 
three  reached  the  door  of  Smith's  reeking  den. 

"  We're  having  lively  times,  John,"  said  the  doctor, 
after  emptying  his  "  long  sleever."  "  Guess  Retief's 
making  things  '  hum  '  in  Foss  River." 

"  Hum  ?  Shout  is  more  like  it,"  drawled  Bill.  *'  You've 
heard  all  the  news,  John  ?  " 

"  I've  enough  news  of  my  own,"  growled  the  rancher. 
"  Been  up  all  night.  I  see  you've  got  Thompson  with 
you.  What  did  Horrocks  do  after  you  told  him  about 
Lablache  ?  "  he  went  on,  turning  to  the  clerk. 

Bill  and  the  doctor  exchanged  meaning  glances.  The 
clerk,  having  found  a  fresh  audience,  again  repeated  his 
story.  "  Poker  "  John  listened  carefully.  At  the  close 
of  the  narrative  he  snorted  disdainfully,  and  looked  from 
the  clerk  to  his  two  friends.  Then  he  laughed  loudly. 
The  clerk  became  angry. 

"  Excuse  me,  Mr.  AUandale,  but  if  you  doubt  my 
word " 

"  Doubt  your  word,  boy  ?  "  he  said,  when  his  mirth 
had  subsided.  "  I  don't  doubt  your  word.  Only  I've 
spent  most  of  the  night  up  at  the  Breed  camp  myself." 

"  And  were  you  there,  sir,  when  Horrocks  was  cap- 
tured?" 

"  No,  I  was  not.  After  you  came  to  my  place,  and  went 
on  to  the  camp,  I  was  very  uneasy.  So,  after  a  bit, 
I  got  my  '  hands  '  together,  and  prepared  to  follow  you 
up  there.  Just  as  I  was  about  to  set  out,"  he  went  on, 
turning  to  the  doctor  and  Bill,  "  I  met  Jacky  coming  in. 
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Bless  you  if  she  hadn't  been  to  see  the  pusky  herself  I 
You  know  " — with  a  slight  frown — "  that  child  is  much 
too  fond  of  those  skulking  Breeds.  Well,  anyway,  she 
said  everything  was  quiet  enough  while  she  was  there, 
and  " — ^turning  again  to  Thompson — "  she  had  seen 
nothing  of  Retief  or  Horrocks  or  any  of  the  latter's  men. 
We  just  put  our  heads  together,  and  she  convinced  me  that 
I  was  right,  after  what  had  occurred  at  the  store,  and  had 
better  go  up.  So  up  I  went.  We  searched  the  whole 
camp.  I  guess  we  were  there  for  nigh  on  three  hours. 
The  place  was  quiet  enough.  They  were  still  dancing  and 
drinking,  but  not  a  blessed  sign  of  Horrocks  could  we  find." 

'*  I  expect  he'd  gone  before  you  got  there,  sir,"  put  in 
Thompson. 

'*  Did  you  find  the  bodies  of  the  murdered  police  ?  " 
asked  the  doctor  innocently. 

**  Not  a  sign  of  'em,"  laughed  John.  "  There  were  no 
dead  policemen,  and,  what's  more,  there  was  no  trace 
of  any  shooting." 

The  three  men  turned  on  the  clerk,  who  felt  that  he 
must  justify  himself. 

"  There  was  shooting  enough,  sir ;  you  mark  my  words. 
You'll  hear  of  it  to-day,  sure." 

**  No,  boy,  no.  I'm  thinking  you  are  mistaken.  I 
should  have  discovered  some  trace  had  there  been  any 
shooting.  I  don't  deny  that  your  story's  true,  but  in 
the  excitement  of  the  moment  I  guess  you  got  rattled — 
and  saw  things." 

Old  John  laughed  and  turned  away.  At  that  instant 
Bill  called  them  all  over  to  the  window.  The  bar  window 
overlooked  the  market-place,  and  the  front  of  Lablache's 
store  was  almost  opposite  to  it. 

Bill  pointed  towards  the  store  as  the  three  men  gathered 
round.  '  Old  man  '  Smith  also  ranged  himself  with  the 
others. 

"  Look  I  "  Bill  said  grimly. 

A  buckboard  had  just  drawn  up  outside  Lablache's 
emporium,  and  two  people  were  alighting.  A  crowd  had 
gathered  roimd  the  arrivals.  There  was  no  mistaking 
one  of  the  figures.  The  doctor  was  the  first  to  give  ex- 
pression to  the  thought  that  was  in  the  mind  of  each  of 
the  interested  spectators. 
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"  Lablache  I  "  he  exclaimed  in  astonishment. 

"  And  Horrocks,"  added  "  Lord  "  BiU  quietly. 

'*  Guess  he  wasn't  hanged  then,  after  all,"  said  "  Poker  " 
John.  But  Thompson  had  taken  his  departure.  This 
last  blow  was  too  much. 

"  That  youth  has  a  considerable  imagination." 

Bill  turned  from  the  window  and  strolled  leisurely 
towards  the  door. 

'*  Where  are  you  going?  "  exclaimed  "  Poker  "  John. 

"  To  cook  some  breakfast." 

"  No,  no ;  you  must  come  up  to  the  ranch  with  me. 
Let's  go  right  over  to  the  store  first,  and  hear  what 
Lablache  has  to  say.     Then  we'll  go  and  feed." 

Bill  shrugged.     Then  : 

"  Lablache  and  I  are  not  on  the  best  of  terms,"  he  said 
doubtfully.  He  wished  to  go,  notwithstanding  his  demur. 
Besides,  he  was  anxious  to  go  to  the  ranch  to  see  Jacky. 
The  old  man  refused  to  be  denied. 

*' Come  along,"  he  said;  and  linking  his  arm  within 
the  other's,  he  led  the  way  over  to  the  store,  the  doctor, 
equally  eager,  bringing  up  the  rear. 

Bill  knew  that  in  such  company  Lablache  could  not  very 
well  refuse  him  admission  to  his  office.  He  had  a  decided 
wish  to  be  present  when  the  moneylender  told  his  tale. 
However,  in  this  he  was  doomed  to  disappointment. 
Lablache  had  already  decided  upon  a  plan  of  action. 

At  the  store  the  three  friends  made  their  way  through 
the  crowd  of  curious  people  who  had  gathered  on  the  un- 
expected return  of  the  chief  actors  in  last  night's  drama. 
They  made  their  way  quickly  round  to  the  back,  where  the 
private  door  was. 

Lablache  was  within,  and  with  him  Horrocks.  The 
heavy  voice  of  the  moneylender  answered  "  Poker " 
John's  summons. 

**  Come  in." 

He  was  surprised  when  he  saw  who  his  visitors  were. 
John  and  the  doctor  he  was  prepared  for,  but  "  Lord  " 
Bill's  coming  was  a  different  matter. 

Lablache  was  ensconced  in  his  basket  chair,  and  Horrocks 
was  at  the  great  man's  desk.  Neither  moved  as  their 
sdsitors  entered.  The  troubles  of  the  previous  night  were 
plainly  written  on  both  men's  faces.     There  was  a  haggard 
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look  in  thdr  eyes,  and  a  generally  dishevelled  appearance 
about  their  dress.  Lablache  in  particular  looked  un- 
washed and  untidy.  Horrocks  looked  less  troubled,  and 
there  was  a  strong  air  of  determination  about  his  face. 

"  Poker  "  John  showed  no  niceness  in  broaching  the 
subject  of  his  visit. 

"  Well,  what  happened  to  you  last  night,  Lablache  ? 
I  guess  you're  looking  about  as  blue  as  they  make  'enu 
Say,  I  thought  sure  Retief  was  going  to  do  for  you  when 
1  heard  about  it." 

"  Ah  !    Who  told  you  about— about  me  ?  " 

"  Your  clerk." 

"  Rodgers  ?  " 

"No;    Thompson." 

"  Ah  I    Have  you  seen  Rodgers  at  all  ?  " 

"  No."     John  turned  to  the  other  two.     "  Have  you  ?  " 

Neither  of  the  men  had  seen  the  clerk,  and  old  John 
turned  again  to  Lablache. 

"  Why,  what's  happened  to  Rodgers  ?  " 

"  Oh,  nothing  !  I  haven't  seen  him  since  I  have  been 
back,  that's  alL" 

"  Well,  now  tell  us  all  about  last  night,"  went  on  the 
rancher.  "  This  matter  is  going  to  be  cleared  up.  I 
have  been  thinking  of  a  vigilance  committee.  We  c^n't 
do  better." 

Lablache  shook  his  great  head.  To  the  doctor  and 
"  Lord  "  Bill  there  seemed  to  be  an  utter  hopelessness 
conveyed  in  the  motion. 

"  I  have  nothing  to  tell.  Neither  has  Horrocks.  What 
happened  last  night  concerns  ourselves  alone.  You  may 
possibly  hear  more  later  on.  As  for  your  vigilance  com- 
mittee, form  it  if  you  like,  but  I  doubt  that  you  will  do 
any  good  with  it." 

This  refusal  riled  the  old  rancher.  He  was  just  in  that 
condition  when  it  would  take  little  to  make  him  quarrel. 
He  was  about  to  rap  out  an  angry  retort  when  a  knock 
came  at  the  partition  door.  It  was  Thompson.  He 
had  come  to  say  that  the  troopers  had  returned,  and  wanted 
to  see  the  sergeant.  Also  to  say  that  Rodgers  was  with 
them.  Horrocks  immediately  went  out  to  see  tliem, 
and  before  John  could  say  a  word  Lablache  turned  on 
him. 
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"  Look  here,  John,  for  the  present  my  lips  are  sealed. 
It  is  Horrocks's  wish.  He  has  a  plan  which  he  wishes 
to  carry  out  quietly.  The  result  of  his  plan  largely 
depends  upon  silence.  Retief  seems  to  have  sources  of 
information  everywhere.  Now,  I  shall  be  glad  if  you 
will  leave  me.     I — I  must  get  cleaned  up." 

John  saw  that  Lablache  was  upset.  He  looked  ab- 
solutely ill.  The  old  man's  good  nature  would  not  allow 
him  to  press  him  further.  There  was  nothing  left  for 
him  to  do  but  leave. 

As  he  rose  to  go  the  moneylender  unbent  still 
further. 

"  I'll  see  you  later,  John.  I  may  then  be  able  to  tell 
you  more.  Perhaps  it  may  interest  you  to  know  that 
Horrocks  has  discovered  the  path  across  the  keg,  and — 
he's  going  to  cross  it.     Good-bye.     So  long.  Doc." 

"  Very  well,  I  shall  be  up  at  the  ranch.  Come  along, 
Bill.     Jacky,  I  expect,  is  waiting  breakfast  for  us." 

Lablache  heard  the  old  man's  invitation,  and  ground 
his  teeth  bitterly.  It  had  only  wanted  a  fillip  such  as 
this  to  rouse  him  from  the  hopelessness  into  which  the 
terrible  night's  doings  had  cast  him. 

The  moment  the  three  men  got  away  from  the  store, 
Dr.  Abbot  drew  attention  to  the  moneylender's  words. 

"  Going  to  cross  the  keg,  eh  ?  Well,  if  he's  really 
discovered  the  path,  it's  certainly  the  best  thing  to  do. 
He's  a  sharp  man  is  Horrocks." 

"  He's  a  fool  1  " 

Bills  words  were  so  emphatic  that  both  men  stared 
at  him.  If  they  were  startled  at  his  words,  they  were  still 
more  startled  at  the  set  expression  of  his  face.  Dr.  Abbot 
thought  he  had  never  seen  Bill  so  roused. 

"Why— how?" 

'*  How  ?  I  tell  you,  man,  that  no  one  knows  that  path 
except — except  Retief;  and,  supposing  Horrocks  has 
discovered  it,  if  he  attempts  to  cross,  there  can  only  be 
one  result  to  his  mad  folly.  I  tell  you  what  it  is,  the  man 
should  be  stopped.  It's  absolute  suicide — nothing  more 
or  less." 

At  the  ranch  they  found  Jacky  awaiting  the  old  man's 
return,  on  the  verandah.  She  was  surprised  when  she 
saw  who  was  with  him. 
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"  Come  right  in,  Bill.  Gee,  but  you  look  fit — and 
slick." 

The  two  smiled  into  each  other's  eyes,  and  no  onlooker 
could  have  detected  the  understanding  which  passed  in 
that  look.  Jacky  was  radiant.  Her  sweet,  dark  face 
was  slightly  flushed.  There  were  no  tell-tale  rings  about 
her  dark  eyes.  For  all  sign  she  gave  to  the  contrary, 
she  might  have  enjoyed  the  full  measure  of  a  night's  rest. 
Her  visit  to  the  Breed  camp,  or,  for  that  matter,  any  other 
adventures  which  had  befallen  her  during  the  night,  had 
left  no  trace  on  her  beautiful  face. 

"  I've  brought  the  boy  up  to  feed,"  said  old  John.  "  I 
guess  we'll  get  right  to  it.  I've  got  a  *  twist '  on  me  that'll 
take  considerable  to  satisfy." 

At  the  conclusion  of  the  meal  the  rancher  took  himself 
off  down  to  the  settlement  again.  He  must  endeavour 
to  draw  Lablache,  he  said.  He  would  not  wait  for  him 
to  come  to  the  ranch. 

Jacky  and  Bill  went  out  on  to  the  verandah,  and  watched 
the  old  man  as  he  set  out  with  unsteady  gait  for  the 
settlement. 

"  Bill,"  said  the  girl,  as  soon  as  her  uncle  was  out  of 
ear-shot,  "  what  news  ?  " 

"  Two  items  of  interest.  One,  the  very  best ;  and 
the  other — the  very  worst." 

"Which  means?" 

"  No  one  has  the  least  suspicion  of  us ;  and  Horrocks, 
the  madman,  intends  to  attempt  the  passage  of  the  keg." 

**  Lord  "  Bill's  look  which  accompanied  his  last  an- 
nouncement was  one  of  utter  dejection.  Jacky  did  not 
reply  for  an  instant,  her  great  eyes  had  taken  on  a  look 
of  deep  anxiety  as  she  gazed  towards  the  muskeg. 

"  Bill,  can  nothing  be  done  to  stop  him  ?  "  She  gazed 
appealingly  up  into  the  face  beside  her.  "  He  is  a  brave 
man,  if  foolish." 

"  That's  just  it,  dear.  He's  headstrong,  and  means  to 
see  this  thing  through.  Had  I  thought  that  he  would 
ever  dream  of  contemplating  such  a  suicidal  feat  as 
attempting  that  path,  I'd  never  have  let  him  see  the  cattle 
cross  last  night.     My  God,  it  turns  me  sick  to  think  of  it  1  " 

"  Hush,  Bill,  don't  talk  so  loud  I  Do  you  think  any  one 
could  dissuade  him  ?    Lablache  or — or  uncle,  for  instance." 
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Bunning-Ford  shook  his  head.     Kis  look  was  troubled. 

"  Horrocks  is  not  the  man  to  be  turned  from  his  purpose," 
he  replied,  "  And,  besides,  Lablache  would  not  attempt 
such  a  thing.  He  is  too  keen  to  capture — Retief,"  with 
a  bitter  laugh.  "  A  life  more  or  less  would  not  upset 
that  scoundrel's  resolve.  As  for  your  uncle  " — with  a 
shrug — "  I  don't  think  he's  the  man  for  the  task.  No, 
Jacky,"  he  went  on,  with  a  sigh,  '*  we  must  let  things 
take  their  course  now.  We  have  embarked  on  this 
business.  We  mustn't  weaken.  His  blood  be  upon  his 
own  head." 

Bill  lit  a  cigarette,  and  leant  himself  against  one  of 
the  verandah  posts.  He  was  worried  at  the  turn  events 
had  taken.  He  had  no  grudge  against  Horrocks;  the 
man  was  but  doing  his  duty.  Presently  he  spoke 
again. 

"  Jacky,  do  you  know  I  feel  that  somehow  the  end  of 
this  business  is  approaching?  What  the  end  is  to  be 
I  cannot  foretell.  One  thing,  however,  is  clear.  Sooner 
or  later  we  must  run  foul  of  people,  and  when  that  occurs — 
well  " — throwing  his  cigarette  from  him  viciously — **  it 
simply  means  shooting.     And " 

"  Yes,  Bill,  I  know  what  you  would  say.  Shooting 
means  killing,  killing  means  murder,  and  murder  means 
swinging.  You're  right ;  but  " — and  the  girl's  eyes  began 
to  blaze — "  before  that  Lablache  must  go  under.  I  guess 
we're  embarked  on  a  game  that  we're  going  to  see 
through." 

"  That's  so.  We'll  see  it  through.  Do  you  know  what 
stock  we've  taken,  all  told?  Close  on  twenty  thousand 
head,  and — all  Lablache's.  They're  snug  over  at  '  Bad 
Man's '  Hollow,  and  a  tidy  fine  bunch  they  are.  The 
division  with  the  boys  is  a  twentieth  each,  and  the  balance 
is  ours.  Our  share  is  ten  thousand."  He  ceased  speak- 
ing. Then  presently  he  went  on,  harking  back  to  the 
subject  of  Horrocks  :  "  I  wish  that  man  could  be  stayed. 
His  failure  must  precipitate  matters.  Should  he  drown, 
as  he  surely  will,  the  whole  countryside  will  join  in  the 
hue  and  cry.  It  is  only  his  presence  here  that  keeps  the 
settlers  in  check.  Well,  so  be  it.  It's  a  pity.  But  I'm 
not  going  to  swing.     They'll  never  take  me  alive." 

**  If  it  comes  to  that,  Bill,  you'll  not  be  alone,  I  guess. 
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You  can  gamble  your  soul,  when  it  comes  to  open  warfare 
I'm  with  you,  an'  I  guess  I  can  shoot  straight." 

Bill  looked  at  the  girl  in  astonishment.  He  noted  the 
keen,  deep  eyes,  the  set  little  mouth,  the  fearless  expression 
on  her  beautiful  face.  Her  words  had  fairly  taken  his 
breath  away,  but  he  saw  that  she  had  meant  what  she 
said. 

"  No,  no,  girlie.  No  one  will  suspect  you.  Besides, 
this  is  my  affair.     You  have  your  uncle." 

"  Say,  boy,  I  love  my  uncle — I  love  him  real  well. 
I'm  working  for  him,  we  both  are — and  we'll  work  for 
him  to  the  last.  But  our  work  together  has  taught  me 
something,  Bill,  and  when  I  cotton  to  teaching  there's 
nothing  that  can  knock  what  I  learn  out  of  my  head. 
I've  just  learned  to  love  you,  Bill.  And,  as  the  Bible 
says,  old  Uncle  John's  got  to  take  second  place.  That's 
all.     If  you  go  under — well,  I  guess  I'll  go  under,  too." 

Jacky  gave  her  lover  no  chance  to  reply.  As  he  opened 
his  lips  to  expostulate  and  took  a  step  towards  her,  she 
darted  away  and  disappeared  into  the  sitting-room.  He 
followed  her  in,  but  the  room  was  empty. 

He  paused.     Then  a  smile  spread  over  his  face. 

"  I  don't  fancy  we  shall  go  under,  little  woman,"  he 
muttered.     "  At  least,  not  if  I  can  help  it." 

He  turned  back  to  the  verandah,  and  strolled  away 
towards  the  settlement. 


CHAPTER   XXIII 

THE    PAW    OF   THE    CAT 

Lablache  was  alone.  Horrocks  had  left  him  to  set 
out  on  his  final  effort  to  discover  Retief's  hiding-place. 
The  great  man  was  eagerly  waiting  foi  his  return.  Even- 
ing was  drawing  on,  and  the  officer  had  not  yet  put  in 
an  appearance,  neither  had  the  moneylender  received 
any  word  from  him.  In  consequence  he  was  beginning 
to  hope  that  Horrocks  had  succeeded. 

All  day  the  wretched  man  had  been  tortured  by  horrid 
fears.  And,  as  time  passed  and  evening  drew  on,  his 
mood  became  almost  a  panic.  The  moneylender  was 
in  a  deplorable  state  of  mind;  his  nerves  were  shaken, 
and  he  was  racked  by  a  dread  of  he  scarce  knew  what. 
What  he  had  gone  through  the  night  before  had  driven 
him  to  the  verge  of  mental  collapse.  No  bodily  injury 
could  have  thus  reduced  him ;  for,  whatever  might  have 
been  his  failings,  physical  cowardice  was  not  amongst 
the  number.  Any  moral  weakness  which  might  have  been 
his  had  been  so  obscured  by  long  years  of  success  and 
prosperity,  that  no  one  knowing  him  would  have  beheved 
him  to  be  so  afflicted. 

But  the  frightful  mental  torture  he  had  endured  at 
Retief's  hands  had  told  its  tale.  The  attack  of  the  last 
twenty-four  hours  had  been  made  against  him  alone. 
Retief's  efforts  were  only  in  his  direction.  What  else 
was  there  of  his — Lablache's — that  the  Breed  could 
attack  ?  His  store — yes,  yes ;  his  store  1  That  was 
all  that  was  left  of  his  property  in  Foss  River.  And 
then — what  then  ?  There  was  nothing  after  that  except, 
perhaps— except  his  life. 

His  life — yes  1  That  must  be  the  raider's  culminating 
object. 

188 
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He  rose  hurriedly  from  his  chair.  It  only  wanted  a 
quarter  to  five.  Putting  his  head  through  the  partition 
doorway,  he  ordered  his  astonished  clerks  to  close  up. 
He  felt  that  he  could  not — dare  not  keep  the  store  open 
longer.  Then  he  inspected  the  private  door  of  his  office. 
The  spring  catch  was  fast.  He  locked  his  safe.  All  the 
time  he  moved  about  fearfully — like  some  hunted  criminal. 
At  last  he  returned  to  his  seat.  His  eyes  roved  over  the 
various  objects  in  the  room ;  a  hunted  look  was  in  them. 
His  mind  seemed  fixed  on  one  thought  alone — the  coming 
of  Retief. 

After  this  he  grew  more  calm.  Perhaps  the  knowledge 
that  the  store  was  secure  now  against  any  intruder  helped 
to  steady  his  nerves.  Then  he  started.  Was  the  store 
secure?  He  rose  again,  and  went  to  the  window  to  put 
up  the  shutter.  He  gazed  out  towards  the  Foss  River 
Ranch,  and,  as  he  gazed,  he  saw  some  one  riding  fast 
towards  the  settlement. 

The  horseman  came  nearer.  Now  the  traveller  had 
reached  the  market-place,  and  was  coming  on  towards 
the  store.  Suddenly  the  moneylender  recognised  in 
the  horseman  one  of  Horrocks's  troopers,  mounted  on  a 
horse  from  John  AUandale's  stable,  A  wild  hope  leapt 
up  in  his  heart. 

The  clatter  of  hoofs  ceased  outside  the  office  door. 
Lablache  stepped  heavily  forward  and  threw  it  open. 
He  stood  framed  in  the  doorway  as  the  man  gasped 
out  his  terrible  news, 

"  He's  drowned,  sir,  drowned  before  our  eyes.  We 
tried,  but  couldn't  save  him.  He  would  go,  sir;  we 
tried  to  persuade  him,  but  he  would  go.  No  more  than 
fifty  yards  from  the  bank,  and  then  down  he  went.  He 
was  out  of  sight  in  two  minutes.  It  was  horrible,  sir,  and 
him  never  uttered  a  sound.  I'm  going  in  to  Stormy  Cloud 
to  report  an'  get  instructions.     Anything  I  can  do,  sir?  " 

So  the  worst  was  realised.  For  the  moment  the  money- 
lender could  find  no  words.  His  last  hope — the  last  barrier 
between  him  and  the  man  whom  he  considered  his  arch 
enemy,  Retief,  seemed  to  have  been  shattered. 

"  There's  nothing  to  be  done.  Yes — no — yes,  you'd 
better  go  up  to  the  AUandales,"  he  went  on  uncertainly. 
"  They'll  send  a  rescue  party." 
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The  trooper  dashed  off  and  Lablache  securely  fastened 
the  door.  Then  he  put  the  shutter  over  the  window,  and, 
notwithstanding  that  it  was  broad  dayUght  still,  he  Ut 
the  lamp. 

Once  more  he  returned  to  his  chair,  into  which  he 
almost  fell.  To  him  this  last  catastrophe  was  as  the  last 
straw.  What  was  now  to  become  of  the  settlement — 
what  was  to  become  of  him  ?  Horrocks  gone ;  the  troopers 
withdrawn,  or,  at  least,  without  a  guiding  hand,  what 
might  Retief  not  be  free  to  do  while  the  settlement  awaited 
the  coming  of  a  fresh  detachment  of  police  ?  He  impotently 
cursed  the  raider.  All  the  selfishness  which  practically 
monopolised  his  entire  nature  displayed  itself  in  his  terror. 
He  cared  nothing  for  others.  He  believed  that  Retief 
was  at  war  with  him  alone.  He  believed  that  the  raider 
sought  only  his  wealth — his  wealth  which  his  years  of  hard 
work  and  unscrupulous  methods  had  laboriously  piled 
up — the  wealth  he  loved  and  lived  for — the  wealth  which 
was  to  him  as  a  god.  He  thought  of  all  he  had  already 
lost.  He  counted  it  up  in  thousands,  and  his  eyes  grew 
wide  with  horror  and  despair  as  the  figures  mounted 
up,  up,  until  they  represented  a  great  fortune. 

The  first  shock  of  the  trooper's  news  began  to  pass. 
Lablache's  mind  began  to  balance  itself  again.  Such  a 
state  of  nerves  as  his  could  not  last  and  the  man  remain 
sane.  Possibly  the  thought  that  he  was  still  a  rich  man 
came  to  his  aid.  Possibly  the  thought  of  hundreds  of 
thousands  of  dollars  sunk  in  perfect  securities,  in  various 
European  centres,  toned  down  the  grievousness  of  his 
losses.  Whatever  it  was,  he  grew  calmer,  and  with  calm- 
ness his  scheming  nature  reasserted  itself. 

He  moved  from  his  seat  and  helped  himself  liberally 
to  the  whisky  which  was  in  his  cabinet.  His  chair 
behind  him  creaked.  He  started.  Then  he  sat  himself 
do\^Ti,  and  the  warming  spirit  steadily  did  its  work. 

Suddenly  his  mind  leapt  from  its  condition  of  abject 
fear.  It  travelled  swiftly  over  plans  for  the  future.  At 
all  costs  he  must  find  safety  for  his  property  and  himself. 
So  long  as  Retief  was  at  large  there  could  be  no  safety 
for  him  in  Foss  River.  He  must  get  away.  He  must  get 
away  with  the  fruits  which  yet  remained  to  him  of  his 
life's  toil.     He  had  contemplated  retiring  before.     His 
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retirement  from  business  would  mean  ruin  to  many  of 
those  who  had  borrowed  from  him  he  knew,  and  to  those 
on  whose  property  he  held  mortgages  as  security.  Yes, 
he  would  retire — get  away  from  the  reach  of  Retief  and 
his  companions,  and — ah  I 

He  suddenly  thought  of  the  Allandales.  Here  was  a 
stumbling-block.  Or  should  he  renounce  his  passion 
for  Jacky  ?  He  drummed  thoughtfully  with  his  finger- 
tips upon  the  arms  of  his  chair. 

No ;  why  should  he  give  her  up  ?  Something  of  his 
old  nerve  was  returning.  He  held  all  the  cards.  He 
knew  he  could,  by  foreclosing,  ruin  "  Poker  *'  John.  Why 
should  he  give  the  girl  up,  and  see  her  calmly  secured  by 
that  cursed  Bunning-Ford  ?  His  bilious  eyes  half  closed 
and  his  sparse  eyebrows  drew  together  in  a  deep  concen- 
tration of  thought.  Then  presently  his  forehead  smoothed, 
and  his  lashless  eyes  gleamed  wickedly.  He  rose  heavily 
to  his  feet  and  laboured  to  and  fro  across  the  floor,  with 
his  hands  clasped  behind  his  back. 

"  Excellent — excellent,"  he  muttered.  There  was  a 
grim,  evil  smile  about  his  mouth.  "  Yes,  a  game — a  game. 
It  will  tickle  old  John,  and  will  carry  out  my  purpose. 
The  mortgages  which  I  hold  on  his  property  are  nothing 
to  me.  Most  are  gambling  debts.  For  the  rest  the 
interest  has  covered  the  principal.  I  have  seen  to  that. 
But  he  is  in  arrears  now.  Good — good  I  Their  abandon- 
ment represents  no  loss  to  me — ha,  ha  I  "  He  chuckled 
mirthlessly.  "  A  httle  game — a  gentle  flutter,  friend 
John,  and  the  stakes  all  in  my  favour.  But  I  do  not 
intend  to  lose.  Oh  no.  The  girl  might  outwit  me  if  I 
lost.  I  shall  win,  and  on  my  wedding-day  I  shall  be 
magnanimous — good  I  "  He  unclasped  his  hands  and 
rubbed  them  together  gleefully, 

"  The  uncle's  consent — his  persuasion.  She  will  do 
as  he  wishes  or — ruin.  And  then  to  leave  Foss  River 
for  ever.  God,  but  I  shall  be  glad  I  "  He  looked  about 
him  eagerly,  his  great  paunchy  figure  pictured  grotesquely 
beneath  the  pasty,  fearful  face. 

"  Now  to  see  John,"  he  went  on,  after  a  moment's 
pause.  "  How — how  ?  I  wish  I  could  get  him  here. 
It  would  be  better  here.  There  would  be  no  chance  of 
hstening  ears.     Besides,  there  is  the  whisky."     He  paused 
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again,  thinking.  "  Yes,"  he  muttered  presently.  "  Delay 
would  be  bad.  I  must  not  give  my  enemy  time.  At 
once — at  once.     Nothing  like  doing  things  at  once.     I 

must  go  to  John.     But "  and  he  looked  dubiously 

at  the  darkened  window.  *'  When  I  return  it  will  be  dark." 
He  picked  up  his  other  revolver  and  slipped  it  into  his 
breast  pocket.  "  Yes,  yes,  I  am  getting  foolish — old. 
Come  along,  my  friend,  we  will  go." 

He  seized  his  hat  and  went  to  the  office  door.  He 
paused  with  his  hand  upon  the  lock,  and  gave  one  final 
look  round,  then  he  turned  the  spring  with  a  great  show 
of  determination  and  passed  out. 

The  moneylender  set  out  for  the  ranch,  bristling  with 
eagerness  to  put  into  execution  his  hastily  conceived  plan. 

He  found  the  old  rancher  in  his  sanctum.  He  was 
alone,  brooding  over  the  calamity  which  had  befallen 
the  police  officer,  and  stimulating  his  thought  with  silent 
"  nippings  "  at  the  whisky  bottle.  He  was  in  a  semi- 
maudlin  condition  when  the  moneylender  entered,  and 
greeted  his  visitor  with  almost  childish  effusion. 

Lablache  saw  and  understood,  and  a  sense  of  satisfaction 
came  to  him. 

"  Well  ?  "  said  old  John,  looking  into  the  other's  face 
with  a  pair  of  bloodshot  eyes,  as  he  re-seated  himself 
after  rising  to  greet  his  visitor.  "  Well,  poor  Horrocks 
has  gone — gone,  a  victim  to  his  sense  of  duty.  I  guess, 
Lablache,  there  are  few  men  would  have  shown  his  grit." 

'*  Grit  1  Yes,  that's  so."  The  moneylender  had  been 
about  to  say  "  folly,"  but  he  checked  himself.  He  did 
not  want  to  offend  "  Poker  "  John — now. 

"  Yes.  The  poor  fellow  was  too  good  for  his  work,'* 
he  went  on,  in  tones  of  commiseration. 

"  'Tis  indeed  a  catastrophe,  John.  And  we  are  the 
losers  by  it.  I  regret  now  that  I  did  not  altogether  agree 
with  him  when  he  first  came  amongst  us." 

John  wagged  his  head.  He  looked  to  be  near  weeping. 
His  companion's  sympathetic  tone  was  almost  too  much 
for  his  whisky-laden  heart. 

"  The  man  has  gone  into  Stormy  Cloud  to  report  ?  " 

"  Yes." 

"  And  who  are  they  likely  to  send  down  in  place — ah 
—of  the  unfortunate  Horrocks,  think  you  ?  " 
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"  Can't  say.  I  guess  they'll  send  a  good  man.  I've 
asked  for  more  men." 

The  old  man  roused  somewhat  from  his  maudlin  state. 

"  Ah,  that's  a  good  move,  John,"  said  the  moneylender. 
"  What  does  Jacky  think  about — these  things  ?  " 

The  question  was  put  carelessly.  John  yawned,  and 
poured  out  whisky. 

"  Guess  I  haven't  seen  the  child  since  breakfast.  Shd 
seemed  to  take  it  badly  enough  then." 

"  Thanks.  Aren't  you  going  to  have  one?  "  as  John 
pushed  the  glass  over  to  the  other. 

."  Why,  yes,  man.     Never  shirk  my  liquor." 

He  dashed  a  quantity  of  raw  spirit  into  his  glass  and 
drank  it  off.  Lablache  looked  on  with  intense  satisfaction. 
John  rose  unsteadily,  and,  supporting  himself  against 
the  furniture  as  he  went,  moved  over  to  the  French  window 
and  closed  it.  Then  he  lurched  heavily  back  into  Ms 
chair  again.  His  eyes  half  closed.  But  he  roused"  at 
the  sound  of  Lablache's  tones.  C     ■' 

"  John,  old  friend,  I've  come  to  have  a  long  chat  witfi 
you.  This  morning  I  could  not  talk.  I  was  too  broken 
up — too,  too  ill.  Now  listen,  and  you  shall  hear  of  aH 
that  happened  last  night,  and  then  you  will  the  bettei? 
be  able  to  judge  of  the  wisdom  of  my  decision."  ^o 

John  listened  while  Lablache  told  his  tale.  The  money- 
lender embellished  the  facts  slightly,  so  as  the  further 
to  emphasise  them.  Then,  at  the  conclusion  of  the  story 
of  his  night's  doings,  he  went  on  to  matters  which  con- 
cerned his  future. 

"  Yes,  John,  there  is  nothing  left  for  me  but  to  get  out 
of  the  country.  Mind,  this  is  no  sudden  determination, 
but  a  conclusion  I  have  long  arrived  at.  These  disastrous 
occurrences  have  merely  hastened  my  plans.  I  am  not 
so  young  as  I  was,  you  know  " — with  an  attempt  at  light- 
ness. "  I  simply  dare  not  stay.  I  fear  that  Retief  will 
soon  attempt  my  life." 

He  sighed,  and  looked  for  sympathy.  Old  John  seemed 
too  amazed  to  respond.  He  had  never  realised  that  the 
raider's  efforts  were  solely  directed  against  Lablache. 
The  moneylender  went  on. 

"  And  that  is  why  I  have  come  to  you,  my  oldest  friend. 
I  feel  you  should  be  the  first  to  know,  for  with  no  one  else 
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in  Foss  River  have  I  lived  in  such  perfect  harmony. 
And,  besides,  you  are  the  most  interested.*' 

The  latter  was  in  the  tone  of  an  afterthought.  Strangely 
enough,  the  careless  way  in  which  it  was  spoken  carried 
the  words  well  home  to  the  rancher's  muddled  brain. 

"  Interested  ?  "  he  echoed  blankly. 

**  Why,  yes.  Certainly  you  are  the  most  interested. 
I  mean  from  a  monetary  point  of  view.  You  see,  the 
winding  up  of  my  business  will  entail  the  setthng  up  of — 
er — my  books." 

"  Yes,**  said  the  rancher,  with  doubtful  understanding. 

"  Then — er — you  take  my  meaning  eis  to  how — er — 
how  you  are  interested." 

"  You  mean  my  arrears  of  interest,"  said  the  grey- 
headed old  man  dazedly. 

"  Just  so.  You  will  hav«  to  meet  your  liabilities 
to  me." 

"  But— but— man " 

The  rancher  spluttered  for  words  to  express  himself. 
This  was  the  moneylender's  opportunity,  and  he  seized  it. 

"  You  see,  John,  in  retiring  from  business  I  am  not 
altogether  a  free  agent.  My  affairs  are  so  mixed  up  with 
the  affairs  of  the  Calford  Trust  and  Loan  Co.  The  period 
of  one  of  your  mortgages,  for  instance — the  heaviest,  by 
the  way — has  long  expired.  It  has  not  been  renewed. 
The  interest  is  in  arrears.  This  mortgage  was  arranged 
by  me  jointly  with  the  Calford  Trust  and  Loan  Co. 
When  I  retire  it  will  have  to  be  settled  up.  Being  my 
friend,  I  have  not  troubled  you,  but  doubtless  the  company 
will  have  no  sentiment  about  it.  As  to  the  others — they 
are  debts  of  honour.  I  am  afraid  these  things  will  have 
to  be  settled,  Joha,  You  will,  of  course,  be  able  to  meet 
them." 

"  God,  man,  but  I  can't  I  "  old  John  exclaimed.  "  I 
tell  you  I  can't  I  "  he  reiterated,  in  a  despairing  voice. 

Lablache  shrugged  his  obese  shoulders. 

"  That  is  unfortunate." 

**  But,  Lablache,"  said  the  rancher,  gazing  with  drunken 
earnestness  into  the  other's  face,  "  you  will  not  press  me  ?  " 

"  Why,  John,  no,  of  course  not — as  far  as  I  am  person- 
ally concerned.  I  have  known  you  too  long,  and  have 
too  much  regard  for  you  and  yours.     No,  no,  John.     Of 


THE   PAW   OF   THE   CAT  195 

course,  I  am  a  business  man,  but  I  am  still  your  friend. 
Friend — eh,  John? — your  friend." 

The  rancher  looked  relieved,  and  helped  himself  to 
more  whisky.  Lablache  joined  him,  and  they  silently 
drank.     "  Poker  "  John  set  his  empty  glass  down  first. 

"  Now,  Lablache,  about  these  lia — ^liabilities."  he  said, 
with  a  hiccup.     "  What  is  to  be  done  ?  " 

"  Well,  John,  we  are  friends  of  such  old  standing  that 
I  don't  like  to  retire  from  business  and  leave  you  incon- 
venienced by  the  process.  Perhaps  there  is  a  way  by 
which  I  can  help  you.  I  am  very  wealthy — and  wealth 
is  a  great  powder — a  very  great  power  even  in  this  wild 
region.     Now,  suppose  I  make  a  proposition  to  you." 


CHAPTER  XXIV 
'•  poker  "  john  accepts 

*'  Ah  !  " 

There  was  a  tone  of  drunken  suspicion  about  the 
exclamation  which  was  not  lost  on  Lablache. 

"  If  you  were  suddenly  called  upon  to  meet  your 
liabilities  to  me,  John,"  said  the  moneylender,  smiling, 
"  how  would  it  fix  you  ?  " 

"  It  would  mean  ruin,"  replied  John  hoarsely. 

Lablache  cleared  his  throat,  and  snorted.  Then  he 
smiled  benignly  upon  his  old  companion. 

"  That's  just  what  I  thought.  Well,  you're  not  going 
to  be  ruined — by  me.  I'm  going  to  burn  the  mortgages 
and  settle  with  the  Calford  Trust  and  Loan  Co.  myself " 

The  rancher  feared  to  trust  his  ears. 

"  That  is  if  you  are  willing  to  do  something  for  me." 

In  his  eager  hope,  John  Allandale  had  leant  forward 
so  as  not  to  miss  a  word  the  other  said.  Now,  however, 
he  threw  himself  back  in  his  chair.  Some  suspicion  was 
in  his  mind.  It  might  have  been  intuition.  He  knew 
Lablache  well.     He  laughed  cynically. 

"  That's  more  like  you,"  he  said  roughly. 

"  One  moment,"  said  the  moneylender.  The  smile 
vanished  from  his  lips.  "  Fair  play's  good  medicine. 
We'll  wipe  out  your  debts  if  you'll  tell  your  niece  that  you 
want  her  to  marry  me." 

"  I'll— I'll " 

"  Hold  on,  John  " — with  upraised  hand,  as  the  old 
man  purpled  with  rage  and  started  to  shout. 

"  I'll  see  you  damned  first  I  " 

The  rancher  had  lurched  on  to  his  feet,  and  his  fist  came 
down  with  a  crash  upon  the  corner  of  the  table.  Lablache 
remained  immoved. 

"  Tut,  tut,  man  I    Now  listen  to  me."     The  old  man 
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towered  unsteadily  over  him.  "  I  can't  understand  your 
antipathy  to  me  as  a  husband  for  your  niece.  Give  your 
consent — she'll  do  it  for  you — and  on  my  wedding-day  I 
burn  those  mortgages,  and  I'll  settle  100,000  dollars  upon 
Jacky.  Besides  this,  I'll  put  200,000  dollars  into  your 
ranch  to  develop  it,  and  only  ask  ten  per  cent,  of  the 
profits.  Can  I  speak  fairer  ?  That  girl  of  yours  is  a  good 
girl,  John;  too  good  to  kick  about  the  prairie.  I'll 
make  her  a  good  husband.  She  shall  do  as  she  pleases, 
hve  where  she  likes.  You  can  always  be  with  us  if  you 
choose.  It's  no  use  being  riled,  John,  I'm  making  an 
honest  proposition." 

The  rancher  calmed.  In  the  face  of  such  a  generous 
proposal  he  could  not  insult  Lablache.  He  was  deter- 
mined, however.  It  was  strange,  perhaps,  that  any 
suggestion  for  his  influence  to  be  used  in  his  niece's  choice 
of  a  husband  should  have  such  a  violent  effect  upon  him. 
But  "  Poker  "  John  was  a  curious  mixture  of  weakness 
and  honour.  He  loved  his  niece  with  a  doting  affection. 
She  was  the  apple  of  his  eye.  To  him  the  thought  of 
personal  benefit  at  the  cost  of  her  happiness  was  a  sacrilege. 
Lablache  understood  this.  He  knew  that  on  this  point 
the  rancher's  feelings  amounted  to  little  short  of  mania. 
And  yet  he  persisted.  John's  nature  was  purely  obstinate, 
and  obstinacy  is  weakness.  The  moneylender  knew  that 
obstinacy  could  be  broken  down  by  steady  determination. 
However,  time,  with  him,  was  now  everything.  He 
must  cHnch  the  deal  with  as  little  delay  as  possible  if  he 
would  escape  from  Foss  River  and  the  ruinous  attacks 
of  Retief.  This  thought  was  ever  present  with  him, 
and  urged  him  to  press  the  old  man  hard.  If  John  Allan- 
dale  would  not  be  reasonable,  he,  Lablache,  must  force 
an  acceptance  of  his  terms  from  him. 

The  rancher  was  mollified.  His  dulled  brain  suddenly 
saw  a  loophole  of  escape. 

**  I  guess  you  mean  well  enough,  Lablache,  But,  say, 
ask  the  child  yourself." 

The  other  shook  his  massive  head, 

"  I  have — she  has  refused." 

"  Then  why  in  thunder  do  you  come  to  me  ?  " 

The  angry  light  was  again  in  the  rancher's  bloodshot 
eyes. 
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"  Why  ?  Because  she  will  marry  me  if  you  choose 
She  can't  refuse — she  dare  not  I  " 

"  Then,  by  God,  TIJ  refuse  for  her " 

He  paused  disconcertedly  in  his  wrath.  Lablache's 
cold  eyes  fixed  him  with  their  icy  stare. 

"  Very  well,  John,"  said  Lablache,  with  a  contemptuous 
shrug.  "  You  know  the  inevitable  result  of  such  a  hasty 
decision.  It  means  ruin  to  you — beggary  to  that  poor 
child."  His  teeth  snapped  viciously.  Then  he  smiled 
with  his  mouth.  "  I  can  only  put  your  de — refusal  down 
to  utter,  unworthy  selfishness." 

"  Not  selfishness,  Lablache — not  that.  I  would  sacrifice 
everything  in  the  world  for  that  child " 

"  Except  your  own  pleasure — your  own  personal  com- 
forts, Bah,  man  " — with  scathing  contempt — "  your 
object  must  be  plain  to  the  veriest  fool  !  You  do  not 
wish  to  lose  her.  You  fear  to  lose  your  best  servant, 
lest  in  consequence  you  find  the  work  of  the  ranch  thrust 
upon  your  own  hands.  You  would  have  no  time  to  indulge 
your  love  of  play.  You  would  no  longer  be  able  to  spend 
three  parts  of  your  time  in  *  Old  man  *  Smith's  filthy  bar. 
Your  conduct  is  laudable,  John — it  is  worthy  of  you." 

Lablache  had  expected  another  outburst  of  anger, 
but  John  only  leered  in  response  to  the  other's  contempt. 
Drunk  as  he  was,  the  rancher  saw  the  absurdity  of  the 
attack. 

**  Piffle  I "  he  exclaimed.  "  Now  see,  when  Jacky 
comes  in  you  shall  hear  what  she  has  to  say." 

"  Poker "  John  smiled  with  satisfaction  at  his  own 
cuteness.  He  felt  that  he  had  outwitted  the  astute 
usurer.  His  simplicity,  however,  was  of  an  infantile 
order. 

"  That  would  be  useless."  Lablache  did  not  want  to  be 
confronted  with  Jacky.  "  My  mind  is  quite  made  up. 
The  Calford  Trust  will  begin  proceedings  at  once,  un- 
less  " 

"  Unless  I  give  my  consent." 

The  satisfaction  had  suddenly  died  out  of  John  Allan- 
dale's  face.  Even  in  his  maudlin  condition  he  under- 
stood the  relentless  purpose  which  backed  the  money- 
lender's proposal.  To  his  credit  be  it  said  that  he  was 
thinking  only  of  Jacky — the  one  being  who  was  dearer 
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to  him  than  all  else  in  the  world.  For  himself  he  had  no 
thought — he  did  not  care  what  happened.  But  he  longed 
to  save  his  niece  from  the  threatened  catastrophe.  His 
seared  old  face  worked  in  his  distress.  Lablache  beheld 
the  sign,  and  knew  that  he  was  weakening. 

"  Why  force  me  to  extremities,  John  ?  "  he  said  presently. 
"  If  you  would  only  be  reasonable,  I  feel  sure  you  would 
have  no  matter  for  regret.  Now,  suppose  I  went  a  step 
further." 

**  No,  no  " — weakly.  There  followed  a  pause.  John 
AUandale  avoided  the  other's  eyes.  To  the  old  man  the 
silence  of  the  room  became  intolerable.  He  opened  his 
lips  to  speak.  Then  he  closed  them — only  to  open  them 
again.  But — but  what  step  do  you  propose?  Is — 
is  it  honest  ?  " 

"  Perfectly."  Lablache  was  smiling  in  that  indulgent 
manner  he  knew  so  well  how  to  assume.  "  And  it  might 
appeal  to  you.  Pressure  is  a  thing  I  hate.  Now,  suppose 
we  leave  the  matter  to — to  chance." 

"  Chance  ?  "  The  rancher  questioned  the  other  doubt- 
fully. 

*'  Yes — why  not  ?  "  The  moneylender's  smile  broad- 
ened, and  he  leaned  forward  to  impress  his  hearer  the 
more  surely.     "  A  little  game — a  game  of  poker,  eh  ?  " 

John  Allandale  shook  his  head.  He  failed  to  grasp 
the  other's  meaning, 

"  I  don't  understand,"  he  said,  struggling  with  the 
liquor  which  fogged  his  dull  brain. 

**  No,  of  course  you  don't  " — easily,  "  Now  listen  to 
me,  and  I'll  tell  you  what  I  mean."  The  moneylender 
spoke  as  though  addressing  a  wajrward  child.  "  The 
stakes  shall  be  my  terms  against  your  influence  with  Jacky. 
If  you  win,  you  keep  your  girl  and  I  cancel  your  mortgages ; 
if  I  win,  I  marry  your  girl  under  the  conditions  I  have 
already  offered.  It's  wholly  an  arrangement  for  your 
benefit.  All  I  can  possibly  "gain  is  your  girl.  Whichever 
way  the  game  goes,  I  must  pay.  Saints  alive — but  what 
an  old  fool  I  am  !  "  He  laughed  constrainedly.  "  For 
the  sake  of  a  pretty  face  I'm  going  to  give  you  every- 
thing; but  there"' — seriously — "I'd  do  more  to  win 
that  sweet  child  for  my  wife.     What  d'you  say,  John  ?  " 

There  could  be  no  doubt  that  Lablache  meant  what  he 
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^md,  only  he  might  have  put  it  differently.  Had  he 
jsaid  that  there  was  nothing  at  which  he  would  stop  to 
secure  Jacky,  it  would  have  been  more  in  keeping  with 
Ihe  facts.  He  meant  to  marry  the  girl.  His  bilious  eyes 
watered.  There  was  a  sensual  look  in  them.  His  heavy 
lips  parted  and  closed  with  a  sucking  smack,  as  though 
expressing  appreciation  of  a  tasty  morsel, 

John  remained  silent,  but  into  his  eyes  had  leapt  a 
gleam  which  told  of  the  lust  of  gaming  aroused.  His 
look,  his  whole  face  spoke  for  him.  Lablache  had  primed 
his  hook  with  an  irresistible  bait.     He  knew  his  man. 

"See,"  he  went  on,  as  the  other  remained  silent,  "  this 
is  the  way  we  can  arrange  it.  We  will  play  '  jackpots  ' 
only.  The  best  seven  out  of  thirteen.  It  will  be  a  pretty 
game,  in  which,  from  an  outsider's  point  of  view,  I  alone 
can  be  the  loser.  If  I  win  I  shall  consider  myself  amply 
repaid.  If  I  lose — well,"  with  an  expressive  movement 
of  his  hands,  "  I  will  take  my  chance — as  a  sportsman 
should.  I  love  your  niece,  John,  and  will  risk  everything 
to  win  her.  Now,  think  of  it.  It  will  be  the  sweetest, 
prettiest  gamble.  And,  too,  think  of  the  stake.  A 
fortune,  John — a  fortune  for  you.  And  for  me  a  bare 
possibility  of  realising  my  hopes." 

The  old  gambler's  last  vestige  of  honour  struggled 
to  make  itself  apparent  in  a  negative  movement  of  the 
head.  But  the  movement  would  not  come.  His  thoughts 
were  of  the  game,  and  ere  yet  the  last  words  of  the  money- 
lender had  ceased  to  sound  he  was  captured.  The  satanic 
icunning  of  the  proposal  was  lost  upon  his  sodden  intellect. 
J[t:  was  a  contemptible,  pitiable  piece  of  chicanery  with 
isrhich  Lablache  sought  to  trap  the  old  man  into  "giving 
his  consent  and  assistance.  The  moneylender  had  no 
^intention  of  losing  the  game.  He  knew  he  must  win. 
^He  w&s  merely  resorting  to  this  means  because  he  knew 
-the gambling  spirit  of  the  rancher.  He  knew  that "  Poker  " 
John's  obstinacy  was  proof  against  any  direct  attack; 
that  no  persuasion  would  induce  the  consent  he  desired. 
The  method  of  a  boxer  pounding  the  body  of  an  opponent 
whom  he  knows  to  be  afflicted  with  some  organic  weakness 
of  the  heart  is  no  more  cowardly  than  was  Lablache's 
proposal. 

The  rancher  still  remained  silent.     Lablache  moved  in 


'POKER'    JOHN   ACCEPTS  201 

his  chair ;  one  of  his  great  fat  hands  rested  for  a  moment 
on  John's  coat-sleeve. 

"  Now,  old  friend,"  he  said,  with  a  hoarse,  whistling 
breath.  '*  Shall  you  play — play  the  game  ?  It  will 
be  a  grand  finale  to  the  many — er — comfortable  games 
we  have  played  together.  Well  ?  Thirteen  '  jackpots,' 
John — yes  ?  *' 

"  And — and  if  I  consented — mind,  I  only  say  '  if.'  " 
The  rancher's  face  twitched  nervously. 

"  You  would  stand  to  win  a  fortune — and  also  one  for 
your  niece." 

"  Yes — yes.     I  might  win.     My  luck  may  turn," 

"  It  must — you  cannot  always  lose." 

"  Quite  right.  I  must  win  soon.  It  is  a  great  offer — 
a  splendid  stake." 

"  It  is." 

"  Yes — yes,  Lablache,  I  will  play.  God,  man  !  I  will 
play  you  I  " 

Beads  of  sweat  stood  on  John's  Ailandale  forehead 
as  he  literally  hurled  his  acceptance  at  his  companion. 
He  accepted  in  the  manner  of  one  who  knows  he  is  setting 
at  defiance  all  honesty  and  right,  urged  to  take  such  a 
course  by  an  all-mastering  passion,  which  he  is  incapable 
of  resisting. 

"  When  shall  it  be  ?  Quick,  man,  let  us  have  no  delay. 
The  time,  Lablache — ^the  time  and  place." 

Lablache  wheezed  unctuously. 

"  That's  the  spirit  I  Hke,  John,"  he  said,  fingering  his 
watch-chain  with  his  fat  hands.  "  To  business.  The 
place — er — yes."  A  moment's  thought,  whilst  the  rancher 
waited  with  impatience.  "  Ah,  I  know.  That  imple- 
ment-shed on  your  fifty-acre  pasture.  Excellent.  There 
is  a  living-room  in  it.  You  used  to  keep  a  man  there. 
It  is  disused  now.  It  will  suit  us  admirably.  We  can 
use  that  room.     And  the  time " 

"  To-morrow,  Lablache.  It  must  be  to-morrow.  I 
could  not  wait  longer,"  broke  in  the  other,  in  a  voice 
husky  with  eagerness  and  liquor.  '*  After  dark,  when 
no  one  can  see  us  going  out  to  the  shed.  No  one  must 
know,  Lablache,  mind — no  one.  Jacky  will  not  dream 
of  what  we  are  doing." 

"  Very    well.     To-morrow,    then.     At    eleven    o'clock 
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at  night,  John.  And  as  you  say,  in  the  meantime — 
mum." 

Lablaehe  was  pleased  with  the  rancher's  suggestion. 
It  quite  fell  in  with  his  own  ideas.  Everything  must 
be  done  quickly  now.  He  must  get  away  from  Foss 
River  without  delay. 

"  Yes— yes.  Mum's  the  word  I  "  "  Poker  "  John 
indicated  his  approval  with  an  upward  leer  as  Lablaehe 
rose  from  his  chair,  and  a  grotesque  pursing  of  his  lips 
and  his  forefinger  at  the  side  of  his  nose.  Then  he,  too, 
struggled  to  his  feet,  and,  with  unsteady  hand,  poured 
out  two  stiff  '*  horns  "  of  whisky. 

He  held  one  out  to  the  moneylender,  and  took  the  other 
himself. 

'*  I  drink  to  the  game,"  he  said  haltingly.  **  May — 
fortune  come  my  way.*' 

Lablaehe  nodded  comprehensively,  and  slowly  raised 
his  glass. 

"  Fortune  is  yours  anyhow.  Therefore,  I  trust  that 
I  win  the  game.  ' 

The  two  men  silently  drank.  After  which  Lablaehe 
turned  to  go.  He  paused  at  the  French  window,  and 
plunged  his  hand  into  his  coat-pocket. 

The  night  was  dark  outside,  and  again  he  became  a 
prey  to  his  mortal  terror  of  the  half-breed  raider.  He 
drew  out  his  revolver  and  opened  the  chamber.  The 
weapon  was  loaded.  Then  he  turned  to  old  John,  who 
was  staring  at  him. 

"  It's  risky  for  me  to  move  about  at  night,  John.  I 
fear  Retief  has  not  done  with  me  yet.  Good-night." 
And  he  passed  out  on  to  the  verandah. 

Lablaehe  was  the  victim  of  a  foreboding.  It  is  a 
custom  to  laugh  at  forebodings  and  set  them  down  to 
the  vagaries  of  a  disordered  stomach.  We  laugh,  too, 
at  superstition.  Yet  how  often  do  we  find  that  the 
portentous  significance  of  these  things  is  actually  realised 
in  fact  ?     Lablaehe  dreaded  Retief. 

What  would  the  next  twenty-four  hours  bring  forth  ? 
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UNCLE     AND     NIECE 

'  Poker  "  John's  remorse  came  swiftly,  but  not 
swiftly  or  strongly  enough  to  make  him  give  up  the  game. 
After  Lablache  had  taken  his  departure,  the  old  rancher 
sat  drinking  far  into  the  night.  With  each  fresh  potation 
his  conscience  became  less  persistent  in  its  protest.  He 
sought  no  bed  that  night,  for  gradually  his  senses  left 
him,  and  he  slept  where  he  sat,  until  towards  daybreak 
he  awoke,  partially  sober  and  shivering  with  cold.  Then 
he  arose,  and,  wrapping  himself  in  a  heavy  overcoat, 
ilung  himself  upon  a  couch,  where  he  again  sought  sobriety 
in  sleep. 

He  awoke  again  soon  after  daylight.  His  head  was 
racked  with  pain.  He,  at  first,  had  only  a  dim  recollection 
of  what  had  occurred  the  night  before.  There  was  a 
vague  sense  of  something  unpleasant  having  happened, 
but  he  did  not  attempt  to  recall  it.  He  went  to  his  bed- 
room and  douched  himself  with  cold  water.  Then  he  set 
out  for  the  kitchen  in  search  of  coffee  with  which  to  slake 
his  burning  thirst.  It  was  not  until  he  had  performed  his 
ablutions  that  the  whole  truth  of  his  interview  with 
Lablache  came  back  to  him.  Immediately,  now  that  the 
effect  of  the  liquor  had  passed  off,  he  became  a  prey  to 
terrible  remorse. 

Possibly,  had  Jacky  been  at  hand  at  that  moment, 
the  whole  course  of  events  might  have  been  altered.  Her 
presence,  a  good  breakfast,  and  occupation  might  have 
given  him  strength  to  carry  out  the  rejection  of  Lablache's 

I  challenge  which  his  remorse  suggested.     However,  none 
j>f  these  things  were  at  hand,  and  John  Allandale  set  out, 
force  of  habit,  to  get  his  morning  "  Collins  "  down 
«3 
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at  **  old  man  "  Smith's.  Something  to  pull  him  together 
before  he  encountered  his  niece,  he  told  himself. 

It  was  a  fatal  delusion.  "  Old  man  "  Smith  sold  drink 
for  gain.  The  more  he  sold  the  better  he  liked  it.  John 
AUandale's  *'  Collins  "  developed,  as  it  always  did  now, 
into  three  or  four  drinks.  So  that,  by  the  time  he  returned 
to  the  ranch  for  breakfast,  his  remorse  was  pushed  well 
into  the  background,  and  with  feverish  craving  he  longed 
for  the  fateful  game. 

John  AUandale  usually  made  a  hearty  breakfast.  But 
this  morning,  the  sight  of  Jacky  presiding  at  his  table 
upset  him,  and  he  left  his  food  almost  untasted.  Every 
time  she  spoke  to  him,  every  time  he  encountered  her 
piercing  grey  eyes,  he  felt  himself  to  be  a  worse  than 
Judas.  In  his  rough,  exaggerated  way  he  told  himself 
that  he  was  selling  this  girl.  Gradually  his  thoughts 
became  intolerable  to  him,  and  when  Jacky  at  last  re- 
marked on  the  fact  that  he  was  eating  nothing  and  drink- 
ing only  his  coffee,  he  could  stand  it  no  longer.  He  pushed 
his  chair  back  and  rose  from  the^table,  and  muttering  an 
excuse,  fled  from  the  room. 

Her  uncle's  precipitate  flight  alarmed  Jacky.  She 
had  seen  that  he  had  had  a  heavy  night.  The  bleared 
eyes,  the  puffed  lids,  the  working,  nervous  face  were 
simple  enough  evidence.  She  knew,  too,  that  he  had 
already  been  drinking  this  morning.  But  these  things 
were  not  new  to  her,  only  painful  facts  which  she  was 
unable  to  alter ;  but  his  strange  behaviour  and  lack  of 
appetite  were  things  to  set  her  thinking. 

She  was  a  very  active-minded  girl.  It  was  not  her  way 
to  sit  wondering  and  puzzling  over  an}i:hing  she  could 
not  understand.  She  had  a  knack  of  setting  herself  to 
unravel  problems  which  required  explanation  in  the  most 
common-sense  way.  After  giving  her  uncle  time  to  leave 
the  house — ^intuition  told  her  that  he  would  do  so— she 
rose  and  rang  the  bell.  Then  she  moved  to  the  window 
while  she  waited  for  an  answer  to  her  summons.  She 
saw  the  burly  figure  of  her  uncle  walking  swiftly  down 
towards  the  settlement  and  in  the  direction  of  the  saloon. 

She  turned  with  a  sigh  as  the  servant  entered, 

"  Did  any  one  call  last  night  while  I  was  out  ?  "  she 
asked. 
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"  Not  for  you,  miss." 

"  Oh." 

"  No,  miss,  but  Mr.  Lablache  was  here.  He  was  with 
your  uncle  for  a  long  time — in  the  office." 

**  Did  he  come  in  with  Mr.  Allandale  ?  " 
I  "  Oh,  no,  miss,  the  master  didn't  go  out.  At  least,  not 
[that  I  know  of.  Mr.  Lablache  didn't  call  exactly.  I 
:  think  he  just  came  straight  to  the  office.  I  shouldn't 
have  known  he  was  there,  only  I  was  passing  the  door 
p  and  heard  his  voice — and  the  master's." 

"  Oh,  that  will  do.  Just  wait  a  moment,  though. 
Say,  is  Silas  round?  Just  find  him  and  send  him  right 
along.     Tell  him  to  come  to  the  verandah." 

The  servant  departed,  and  Jacky  sat  down  at  a  writing- 
table  and  wrote  a  note  to  "  Lord  "  Bill.  The  note  was 
i  brief,  but  direct  in  its  tone. 

I  "  Can  you  see  me  this  afternoon  ?  Shall  be  in  after 
tea." 

'  That  was  all  she  put,  and  added  her  strong,  bold  sig- 
[  nature  to  it.  Silas  came  to  the  window,  and  she  gave  him 
'the  note,  with  instructions  to  deliver  it  into  the  hands 
i  of  the  Hon.  Bunning-Ford. 

I  The  letter  despatched,  she  felt  easier  in  her  mind. 
i  What  had  Lablache  been  closeted  with  her  uncle  for? 
JThis  was  the  question  which  puzzled — nay,  alarmed  her. 
I  One  thing  was  certain;  she  felt  her  uncle's  strange 
I  behaviour  this  morning  was  in  some  way  due  to  Lablache's 
visit.     She  meant  to  find  out  what  that  visit  meant. 

To  this  end  several  plans  occurred  to  her,  but  in  each 
case  were  abandoned  as  unsuitable. 

"  No,"  she  murmured  at  last,  "  I  guess  I'll  tax  him  with 
it.  He'll  tell  me.  If  Lablache  means  war — well,  I've 
a  notion  he'll  get  a  hustling  he  don't  consider  !  " 

Then  she  left  the  sitting-room  that  she  might  set  about 
her  day's  work.  She  would  see  her  uncle  at  dinner- 
time. 

At  noon  Jacky  came  in  to  dinner.  She  had  not  seen 
her  uncle  since  breakfast.  The  old  man  had  not  returned 
from  the  settlement.  As  dinner-time  came  round  he 
grew  nervous  and  uncomfortable,  and  was  half  inclined 
to  accept  '  old  man  '  Smith's  invitation  to  dine  at  the 
aloon.   Then  he  reahsed  that  this  would  only  alarm  Jacky, 


saloon,    i 
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and  set  her  thinking.  Therefore  he  plucked  up  the 
shattered  remains  of  his  moral  courage  and  returned  to 
the  ranch. 

When  Jacky  saw  him  swaying  as  he  came  up  towards 
the  house  she  could  have  cried  out  in  anguish.  It  smote 
her  to  the  heart  to  see  the  old  man  whom  she  so  loved 
in  this  condition.  Yet  when  he  lurched  on  to  the  verandah 
she  smiled  lovingly  up  into  his  face,  and  gave  no  sign  that 
she  had  any  knowledge  of  his  state. 

"  Come  right  along,  uncle,"  she  said  gaily,  linking  her 
arm  within  his.  "  Dinner  is  on.  You  must  be  good  and 
hungry,  you  made  such  a  poor  breakfast  this  morning." 

"  Yes,  child,  I  wasn't  very  well,"  he  mumbled  thickly, 
"  Not  very  well — now." 

'*  You  poor  dear,  come  along."  And  she  led  him  in 
through  the  open  window. 

During  the  meal  Jacky  talked  incessantly.  She 
talked  of  everything  but  what  had  upset  her  uncle.  She 
avoided  any  reference  to  Lablache  with  great  care.  But, 
in  spite  of  her  cheerfulness,  she  could  not  rouse  the  old 
man.  Rather  it  seemed  that,  els  the  meal  progressed, 
he  became  gloomier.  The  truth  was,  the  girl's  apparent 
light-heartedness  added  to  his  self-revilings,  and  made  him 
feel  more  criminal  than  ever.  He  ate  his  food  mechanic- 
ally, and  drank  glass  after  glass  of  ale. 

Jacky  heaved  a  sigh  of  rehef  when  the  meal  was  over. 
She  felt  that  she  could  not  much  longer  have  kept  up 
her  light-hearted  talk.  Her  uncle  was  about  to  move 
from  the  table.  The  girl  stayed  him  with  a  gesture.  He 
had  eaten  a  good  dinner,  and  she  was  satisfied.  Now  she 
would  question  him. 

*'  Uncle,  what  did  Lablache  come  to  see  you  for  last 
night?" 

The  question  was  abrupt.  It  had  the  effect  of  bringing 
the  rancher  back  to  his  seat  with  a  drimken  lurch. 

*'  Eh  ?  "  he  queried,  blinking  nervously. 

"  What  did  he  come  for  ?  "  Jacky  persisted. 

The  girl  could  be  relentless  even  with  her  uncle. 

"  Lablache — oh— er — talk  bus — business,  child — bus'- 
ness,"  and  he  attempted  to  get  up  from  his  chair  again. 

But  Jacky  would  not  let  him  go. 

"  Wait  a  moment,  uncle  dear,  I  want  to  talk  to  you.     I 
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shan't  keep  you  long."  The  old  man  looked  anywhere  but 
at  his  companion.  A  cold  sweat  was  on  his  forehead, 
and  his  cheeks  twitched  painfully  under  the  steady  gaze 
of  the  girl's  sombre  eyes.  "  I  don't  often  get  a  chance 
of  talking  to  you  now,"  she  went  on,  with  a  slight  touch 
of  bitterness.  "  I  just  want  to  talk  about  that  skunk, 
Lablache.  I  guess  he  didn't  pass  the  evening  talking 
of  Retief — and  what  he  intends  to  do  towards  his  capture  ? 
Say,  uncle,  what  was  it  about  ?  " 

The  old  man  grasped  at  the  suggestion. 

"  Yes— yes,  child.     It  was  Retief." 

He  kept  his  eyes  averted.     The  girl  was  not  deceived. 

"  All  the  time  ?  " 

"  Poker  "  John  remained  silent.  He  would  have  lied, 
but  he  could  not. 

"  Uncle  !  " 

Her  tone  was  a  moral  pressure.  The  old  man  turned 
for  relief  to  his  avuncular  authority, 

"  I  must  go.  You've  no  right — question  me,"  he 
stuttered.     "  I  refu " 

"  No,  uncle,  you  won't  refuse  me."  The  girl  had  risen, 
and  had  moved  round  to  where  the  old  man  sat.  She 
fondled  him  lovingly,  and  his  attempt  at  angry  protest 
died  within  him.  "  Come,  dear,  tell  me  all  about  it. 
You  are  worried,  and  I  can  help  you.  What  did  he 
threaten  you  with  ?  I  suppose  he  wants  money " — 
contemptuously.     "  How  much  ?  " 

The  old  drunkard  was  powerless  to  resist  her  loving 
appeaL 

He  was  cornered.  Another  might  have  lied  and  so 
escaped,  but  John  Allandale's  weakness  was  such  that  he 
had  not  the  courage  to  resort  to  subterfuge.  Moreover, 
there  was  a  faint  spark  of  honour  flickering  deep  down 
in  his  kindly  heart.  The  girl's  affectionate  display  was 
surely  fanning  that  spark  into  a  flame.  Would  the  flame 
grow,  or  would  it  sparkle  up  for  one  brief  moment  and 
then  go  out  from  pure  lack  of  fuel  ?  Suddenly  something 
of  the  truth  of  the  cause  of  her  uncle's  distress  flashed 
across  Jacky's  mind.  She  knew  Lablache's  wishes  in 
regard  to  herself.  Perhaps  she  was  the  subject  of  that 
interview. 

••  Uncle,   it  is   I   who   am   causing  you  this   trouble. 
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What  is  it  that  Lablache  wants  of  me  ?  "  She  asked  the 
question  with  her  cheek  pressed  to  the  old  man's  face. 
His  whisky-laden  breath  reeked  in  her  nostrils. 

Her  question  took  him  unawares,  and  he  started  up, 
pushing  her  from  him. 

"  Who — who  told  you,  girl  ?  "  His  bleared  eyes  were 
now  turned  upon  her,  and  they  gazed  fearfully  into  hers. 

"  I  thought  so,"  she  exclaimed,  smiling  back  into  the 
troubled  face,  "  No  one  told  me,  uncle.  I  guess  that 
beast  wants  to  marry  me.  Say,  uncle,  you  can  tell  me 
everything  right  here.  I'll  help  you.  He's  smart,  but 
he  can't  mate  with  me." 

"  But — but "     He  struggled  to  collect  his  thoughts. 

"  No  '  buts,*  dear.  I've  refused  Lablache  once.  I 
guess  I  can  size  up  the  racket  he  thinks  to  play.  Money — 
money  I  He'd  like  to  buy  me,  I  take  it.  Say,  uncle,  can't 
we  frolic  him  some  ?     Now — what  did  he  say  ?  " 

"  I — can't  tell  you,  child,"  the  old  man  protested 
desperately.  Then  he  weakened  further  before  those 
deep,  steadfast  eyes.  "  Don't — press  me.  Don't — press 
me."  His  voice  contained  maudlin  tears.  *'  I'm  a 
vill'n,  girl  I  I'm  worse.  Don't — look  a'  me — like  that. 
Ja'y— Ja'y— I've— sol'— you  I  " 

The  miserable  old  man  flung  himself  back  in  his  chair, 
and  his  head  bowed  until  his  chin  sank  heavily  upon  his 
chest.  Two  great  tears  welled  into  his  bloodshot  eyes, 
and  trickled  slowly  down  his  seared  old  cheeks.  It  was  a 
pitiable  sight.  Jacky  looked  on  silent  for  a  moment. 
Her  eyes  took  in  every  detail  of  that  picture  of  despair. 
She  had  heard  the  old  man's  words,  but  took  no  heed 
of  them.  She  was  thinking  very  hard.  Suddenly  she 
seemed  to  arrive  at  a  decision.  Her  laugh  rang  out,  and 
she  came  and  knelt  at  her  uncle's  side. 

"  So  you've  sold  me,  you  old  dear,  and  not  a  bad  thing 
too.     What's  the  price  ?  " 

Her  imcle  raised  his  bowed  heard.  Her  smiling  face 
dried  his  tears  and  put  fresh  heart  into  him.  He  had 
expected  bitter  invective,  but  instead  the  girl  smiled. 

Jacky's  task  now  became  a  simple  one.  A  mere 
matter  of  pumping.  Sharp  questions  and  rambling 
replies.  Bit  by  bit  she  learned  the  story  of  Lablache's 
proposal  and  the  manner  in  which  an  acceptance  had  been 
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forced  upon  her  uncle.  She  did  not  relinquish  her  task 
until  the  minutest  detail  had  been  gleaned.  At  last  she 
was  satisfied  with  her  cross-examination. 

She  rose  to  her  feet  and  passed  her  hand  with  a  caressing 
movement  over  her  uncle's  head,  gazing  the  while  out 
of  the  window.  Her  mind  was  made  up.  Her  uncle 
needed  her  help  now.  That  help  should  be  his.  She 
condoned  his  faults;  she  was  nothing  but  that  which 
was  lovable  in  his  weakness.  Hers  was  now  the  strength 
to  protect  him,  who,  in  the  days  of  his  best  manhood, 
had  sheltered  her  from  the  cruel  struggles  of  a  life  in  the 
half-breed  camp,  for  such,  at  the  death  of  her  impecunious 
father,  must  otherwise  have  been  her  lot. 

Now  she  looked  down  into  that  worn,  old  face,  and 
her  brisk,  business-like  tones  roused  him  into  new  life. 

"  Uncle,  you  must  meet  Lablache  and  play — the  game. 
For  the  rest,  leave  it  to  me.  All  I  ask  is — no  more  whisky 
to-day.  Stay  right  here  and  have  a  sleep.  Guess  you 
might  go  an'  lie  down.  I'll  call  you  for  supper.  Then 
you'll  be  fit.  One  thing  you  must  remember — watch 
that  blubber-faced  cur  when  you  play.  See  he  don't 
cheat  any.  I'll  tell  you  more  before  you  start  out.  Come 
right  along  now  and  have  that  sleep." 

The  old  man  got  up,  and  the  girl  led  him  from  the  room. 
She  saw  him  to  his  bedroom,  and  then  left  him.  She 
decided  that,  for  herself,  she  would  not  leave  the  house 
until  she  had  seen  Bill.  She  must  get  her  uncle  sober 
before  he  went  to  meet  Lablache. 


CHAPTER   XXVI 

IN   WHICH    ICATTEES    REACH    A    CLIMAX 

After  the  death  of  Horrocks,  the  police  had  withdrawn 
to  report  and  to  receive  augmentation.  No  one  felt  alarm 
at  their  absence.  The  inhabitants  of  Foss  River  were  a 
self-reliant  people — accustomed  to  look  to  themselves 
for  the  remedy  of  a  grievance.  Besides,  Horrocks,  they 
said,  had  shown  himself  to  be  a  duffer — merely  a  tracker, 
a  prairie-man,  and  not  the  man  to  bring  Retief  to  justice. 
Already  the  younger  members  of  the  settlement  and 
district  were  forming  themselves  into  a  vigilance  com- 
mittee. The  elders — those  to  whom  the  younger  looked 
for  a  lead  in  such  matters — had  chosen  to  go  to  the  police ; 
now  the  younger  of  the  settlement  decided  to  act  for 
themselves. 

This  was  the  condition  and  feeling  in  Foss  River  at  the 
time  of  the  death  of  Horrocks;  this  was  the  state  of 
affairs  when  Bill  leisurely  strolled  into  the  sitting-room 
at  the  Foss  River  Ranch,  about  the  time  that  Joaquina 
Allandale  had  finished  her  tea.  With  the  familiarity  of 
the  West,  Bill  entered  by  the  French  window.  His 
lazy  smile  was  undisturbed.  He  might  have  been  paying 
an  ordinary  call  instead  of  answering  a  summons  which  he 
knew  must  be  a  matter  of  emergency,  for  it  was  understood 
between  these  two  that  private  meetings  were  tabooed, 
except  when  necessity  demanded  them. 

Jacky's  greeting  was  not  reassuring,  but  her  lover's 
expression  remained  unchanged,  except  that  his  weary 
eyelids  further  unclosed. 

**  Guess  we're  side-tracked,  Bill,"  she  said  meaningly. 
"  The  line's  blocked.     Signals  dead  against  us." 

Bill  looked  into  her  eyes;    then  he  turned  and  closed 
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the  window,  latching  it  securely.  The  doo?  was  closed. 
His  keen  eyes  noted  this. 

"  What  do  you  mean  ?  " 

The  girl  shrugged. 

"  The  next  twelve  hours  must  finish  our  game." 

"  Ah  I  " 

••  Yes,"  the  girl  went  on,  "  it  is  Lablache's  doing.  We 
must  settle  our  reckoning  with  him  to-night." 

Bill  flung  himself  into  a  chair. 

'*  Will  you  explain  ?  I  don't  understand.  May  I 
-smoke?  " 

Jacky  smiled.  The  request  was  so  unnecessary.  She 
always  liked  Bill's  nonchalance.  It  conveyed  such  a 
suggestion  of  latent  power. 

"  Yes,  smoke,  Bill ;  smoke  and  get  your  thinking-box 
in  order.  My  yam  won't  take  a  deal  of  fime  to  tell. 
But  it'll  take  a  deal  of  thought  to  upset  Lablache's  last 
move,  without — shootin'." 

"  Um  I  Shooting's  an  evil,  but  sometimes  necessary. 
What's  his  racket  ?  " 

The  girl  told  her  story  quickly.  She  forgot  nothing. 
She  never  allowed  herself  to  fall  into  the  womanly  mistake 
of  omitting  details,  however  small. 

Bill  fully  appreciated  her  cleverness  in  this  direction. 
He  could  trust  what  she  said  implicitly.  At  the  con- 
clusion of  the  story  he  sat  up  and  rolled  another  cigarette. 

"  And  your  uncle  is  upstairs  in  bed  ?  " 

"  Yes.  When  he  wakes  I  guess  he'll  need  a  bracer. 
He'll  be  sober.     He  must  play.     Lablache  means  to  win." 

"  Yes,  he  means  to  win.     He  has  had  a  bad  scare." 

*'  What  are  we  going  to  do  ?  " 

The  girl  eyed  her  lover  keenly.  She  saw  by  his  manner 
that  he  was  thinking  rapidly. 

"The  game  must.be  interrupted  —  with  another 
scare." 

"What?" 

Bill  shrugged  and  laughed. 

"  What  are  you  going  to  do  ?  " 

"  Burn  him  out — his  store.     And  then " 

"  And  then  ?  "—eagerly. 

**  Retief  will  be  present  at  the  game.  Tell  him  what 
has  happened,  and — if  he  doesn't  leave  Foss  River — shoot 


212  THE   DEVIL'S   KEG 

him.  Mortgages  and  ail  records  of  debts,  etc.,  are  in  his 
store." 

"  Good  !  " 

After  expressing  her  approval,  the  girl  sat  gazing  into 
her  lover's  face.  They  talked  a  little  longer,  then  Bill 
rose  to  go. 

'*  Eleven  o'clock  to-night,  you  say,  is  the  appointed 
hour?" 

"  Yes.  I  shall  meet  you  at  the  gate  of  the  fifty-acre 
pasture." 

"  Better  not." 

**  Yes,  I  am  going  to  be  there  " — with  a  decisive  nod. 
"  One  cannot  be  sure.     You  may  need  me." 

"  Very  well.  Good-bye,  little  woman  I  "  "  Lord  " 
Bill  bent  and  kissed  her.  Then  something  very  like  a 
sigh  escaped  him.  "  I  think,  with  you,  this  game  is 
nearly  up.  To-night  will  settle  things  one  way  or  the 
other." 

"  Yes.  Trouble  is  not  far  off.  Say,  Bill,  when  it 
comes  I  want  to  be  with  you." 

Bill  looked  tenderly  down  into  the  upturned  face, 

"  Is  that  why  you  insist  on  coming  to-niglit  ?  " 

"  Yes." 

Another  embrace,  and  Bill  left  the  house. 

He  sauntered  leisurely  down  the  avenue  of  pines. 
He  kept  straight  on  towards  the  muskeg.  Then  he  turned 
away  from  the  settlement,  and  was  soon  lost  behind 
the  rising  ground  which  shored  the  great  mire.  Once  out 
of  sight  of  the  house,  he  quickened  his  pace,  gradually 
swinging  away  from  the  keg  and  heading  towards  the 
half-breed  camp. 

Foss  River  might  have  been  deserted  for  all  signs  of 
life  he  encountered.  The  prairie  was  calmly  silent.  Not 
even  the  call  of  the  birds  broke  the  stillness  around.  The 
heat  of  the  afternoon  had  lulled  all  Nature  to  repose. 

He  strode  on  swiftly  imtil  he  came  to  a  small  bluff. 
Here  he  halted  and  threw  himself  full  length  upon  the 
ground  in  a  welcome  shade.  He  was  within  sight  of 
the  half-breed  camp.  He  shifted  his  position  until  his 
head  was  in  the  sun.  In  this  way  he  could  see  the  scattered 
dwellings  of  the  prairie  outcasts.  Then  he  drew  a  small 
piece  of  looking-glass  from  his  pocket  and  held  it  out  in 
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the  sun,  turning  and  twisting  it  in  the  direction  of  the 
camp,  as  might  a  child  who  v^ishes  to  dazzle  a  playfellow's 
eyes.  For  several  minutes  he  thus  manipulated  his 
impromptu  heliograph.  Then,  as  he  suddenly  beheld 
an  answering  flash  in  the  distance,  he  desisted,  and 
returned  the  glass  to  his  pocket.  Now  he  drew  back  in 
the  shade  and  composed  himself  to  smoke. 

The  half-closed  eyes  of  the  recumbent  man  gazed 
steadily  out  towards  the  camp.  He  had  nearly  finished 
his  third  cigarette  when  his  quick  ears  caught  the  sound 
of  footsteps.  Instantly  he  sat  up.  The  steps  grew  louder, 
and  then  round  the  sheltering  bush  came  the  thick-set 
form  of  Gautier.  He  was  accompanied  by  an  evil- 
looking  dog,  which  growled  sulkily  as  it  espied  the  white 
man. 

"  Ugh  I  Hot  walkin',"  said  the  newcomer,  by  way  of 
greeting. 

"  Not  so  hot  as  it'll  be  to-night,"  said  the  white  man 
quietly.     "  Sit  down." 

"  More  bonfires,  boss  ?  "  said  the  half-breed,  with  a 
meaning  grin,  seating  himself  as  he  spoke. 

"  More  bonfires.     See  you,  I  want  six  of  the  boys  at 
Lablache's    store   to-night   at   eleven    o'clock.     We   are 
going  to  bum  his  place.     It  will  be  quite  easy.     Lablache 
^all  be  away,  and  only  his  clerks  on  the  premises.     The 
cellar  underneath  the  building  is  lit  by  barred  windows, 
two  under  the  front,  and  two  under  the  office  at  the  back! 
All  you  have  to  do  is  to  break  the  glass  of  the  window  at 
the  back  and  pour  in  a  couple  of  gallons  of  coal-oil.    Then  "^ 
push  in  some  straw,  and  then  light  a  piece  of  oil-soa' 
rope  and  drop  it  in.     The  cellar  is  full  of  cases  of  gc 
and  barrels  of  oil.     The  fire  will  be  unextinguisha. 
Directly  it  is  well  lit  see  that  the  clerks  are  warned.     \, 
want  no  lives  lost.     You  understand?     The  stables  are 
adjacent,  and  will  catch  fire,  too.     I  shan't  be  there  unti* 
later.     There  will  be  no  risk  and  lots  of  loot.     Savee  ?  " 

The  cunning  face  of  the  half-breed  was  lit  by  an  unholy 
rnn.  He  rubbed  his  hands  with  the  unctuous  anticipation 
)f  a  shopwalker.  Truly,  he  thought,  this  white  man  was 
I  man  after  his  own  heart.  He  wagged  his  head  in 
ipproval. 

*  Easy— easy  ?     It  is  childhke  I  "  he  said,  in  ecsHsy. 
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'*  I  have  long  thought  of  it,  sure.  An'  thar  is  a  big  store 
of  whisky  thar,  eh,  boss  ?  Good — good  I  And  what  time 
will  you  come  ?  " 

"  When  the  fire  is  lit.  I  go  to  deal  with  Lablachc. 
Look  you  here,  Gautier,  you  owe  that  man  a  grudge. 
You  would  kill  him,  but  you  don't  dare.  I  may  pay  off 
that  grudge  for  you — pay  it  by  a  means  that  is  better 
than  killing." 

"  Torture  ?  "  grinned  the  half-breed. 

Bill  nodded. 

"  Now  see  and  be  off.  And  don't  make  any  mistake, 
or  we  may  all  swing  for  it.  Tell  Baptiste  he  must  go 
over  the  keg  at  once  and  bring  Golden  Eagle  to  my 
shack  at  about  half  past  ten.     Tell  him  to  be  punctual. 

Now  scoot.     No   mistakes,   or "     And  Bill  made  a 

significant  gesture. 

The  man  understood,  and  hurried  away.  "  Lord " 
Bill  was  satisfied  that  his  orders  would  be  carried  out  to 
the  letter.  The  service  he  demanded  of  this  man  was 
congenial  service,  in  so  far  that  it  promised  loot  in  plenty 
and  easily  acquired.  Moreover,  the  criminal  side  of  the 
half-breed's  nature  was  tickled.  A  liberal  reward  for 
honesty  would  be  less  likely  to  secure  good  service  from 
such  as  Gautier  than  a  chance  of  gain  for  shady  work. 
It  was  the  half-breed  nature. 

After  the  departure  of  the  half-breed.  Bill  remained 

where  he  was  for  some  time.     He  sat  with  his  hands 

clasped  round  his  knees,  gazing  thoughtfully  out  towards 

'ie  camp.     He  was  reviewing  his  forces  and  mentally 

iTgling    to    penetrate    the    pall    which    obscured    the 

re.     He  felt  himself  to  be  playing  a  winning  game; 

east,  that  his  vengeance  and  chastisement  of  Lablache 

ad  been  made  ridiculously  easy  for  him.  But  now  he 
lad  come  to  that  point  when  he  wondered  what  must 
Ve  the  outcome  of  it  all  as  regarded  himself  and  the  girl 
\e  loved.  Would  his  persecution  drive  Lablache  from 
l<'oss  River  to  the  security  of  Calford,  where  he  would  be 
able  to  follow  him  and  still  further  prosecute  his  inexorable 
vengeance?  Or  would  he  still  choose  to  remain?  He 
knew  Lablache  to  be  a  strong  man,  but  he  also  knew,  by 
the  moneylender's  sudden  determination  to  force  Jacky 
into  marriage  with  him,  that  he  had  received  a  scare.     He 
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could  not  decide  on  the  point.  But  he  inclined  to  the 
belief  that  Lablache  must  go  after  to-night.  He  would 
not  spare  him.  He  had  yet  a  trump  card  to  play.  He 
would  be  present  at  the  game  of  cards,  and — well,  time 
would  show. 

He  threw  away  his  mangled  cigarette  end  and  rose  from 
the  ground.  One  glance  of  his  keen  eyes  told  him  that 
no  one  was  in  sight.  He  strolled  out  upon  the  prairie 
and  made  his  way  back  to  the  settlement.  He  need  not 
have  troubled  himself  about  the  future.  The  future 
would  work  itself  out,  and  no  effort  of  his  would  be  capable 
of  directing  its  course.  A  higher  power  than  man's  was 
governing  the  actions  of  the  participants  in  the  Foss 
River  drama. 

For  the  rest  of  the  day  "  Lord  "  Bill  moved  about  the 
settlement  in  his  customary  idle  fashion.  He  visited 
the  saloon;  he  showed  himself  on  the  market-place. 
He  discussed  the  doings  of  Retief  with  the  butcher,  the 
smith,  Dr.  Abbot.  And,  as  the  evening  closed  in  and 
the  sun's  power  lessened,  he  identified  himself  with  others 
as  idle  as  himself,  and  basked  in  the  warmth  of  its  feeble, 
dying  rays. 

When  darkness  closed  in,  he  went  to  his  shack  and 
prepared  his  evening  meal  with  a  simple  directness  which 
no  thoughts  of  coming  events  could  upset.  Bill  was 
always  philosophical.  He  ate  to  live,  and  consequently 
was  not  particular  about  his  food.  He  passed  the  evening 
between  thought  and  tobacco,  and  only  an  occasional 
flashing  of  his  lazy  eyes  gave  any  sign  of  the  trend  of  his 
mental  effort. 

At  a  few  minutes  past  ten  he  went  into  his  bedroom 
and  carefully  locked  the  door.  Then  he  drew  from 
beneath  his  bed  a  small  chest ;  it  was  an  ammunition 
chest  of  very  powerful  make.  The  small  sliding  lid  was 
securely  padlocked.  This  he  opened,  and  drew  from 
within  several  articles  of  apparel  and  a  small  cardboard  box. 

Next  he  divested  himself  of  his  own  tweed  clothes, 
and  donned  the  things  he  had  taken  from  the  box.  These 
consisted  of  a  pair  of  moleskin  trousers,  a  pair  of  chaps, 
a  buckskin  shirt,  and  a  battered  Stetson  hat.  From  a 
cardboard  box  he  took  out  a  tin  of  greasy-looking  stuff, 
^nd  a  long  black  wig  made  of  horse -hair.     Stepping  to 
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a  glass,  he  smeared  his  face  with  the  grease,  covering  his 
own  white  flesh  carefully  right  down  to  the  chest  and 
shoulders,  also  his  hands.  It  was  a  brownish  ochre 
and  turned  his  skin  to  the  copperish  hue  of  the  Indian. 
The  wig  was  carefully  adjusted,  and  secured  by  springs 
to  his  own  fair  hair.  This,  with  the  hat  well  jammed 
down  upon  his  head,  completed  the  transformation, 
and  out  from  the  looking-glass  peered  the  strong,  eagle 
face  of  the  redoubtable  half-breed,  Retief. 

He  then  filled  the  chest  with  his  own  clothes,  and 
relocked  it.  Suddenly  his  quick  ear  caught  the  sound 
of  some  one  approaching.  He  looked  at  his  watch;  it 
wanted  two  minutes  to  half -past  ten.     He  waited. 

Presently  he  heard  the  rattle  of  a  stick  down  the  feather- 
edged  boarding  of  the  outer  walls  of  the  hut.  He  picked 
up  his  revolver  belt  and  secured  it  about  his  waist,  and 
then,  putting  out  the  light,  unlocked  the  back  door  which 
opened  out  of  his  bedroom. 

A  horse  was  standing  outside,  and  a  man  held  the  bridle 
reins  looped  upon  his  arm. 

"That  you,  Baptiste?" 

"  Yup." 

"  Good  I    You  are  punctual." 

"  It's  as  well." 

"  Yes." 

*'  I  go  to  join  the  boys,"  the  half-breed  said  slowly. 
"And  you?" 

"  I  ?  Oh,  I  go  to  settle  a  last  account  with  Lablache  !  " 
replied  Bill,  wdth  a  mirthless  laugh. 

"  Where  ?  " 

Bill  looked  sharply  at  the  man.  He  understood  the 
native  distrust  of  the  Breed.  Then  he  nodded  vaguely 
in  the  direction  of  the  Foss  River  Ranch. 

"  Yonder.  In  old  John's  fifty-acre  pasture.  Lablache 
and  John  meet  at  the  tool  shed  there  to-night.     Why  ?  " 

"  And  you  go  not  to  the  fire  ?  "  Baptiste's  voice  had 
a  surprised  ring  in  it. 

"  Not  until  later.  I  must  be  at  the  meeting  soon 
after  eleven." 

The  half-breed  was  silent  for  e  minute.  He  seemed  to 
be  calculating.  At  length  he  spoke.  His  words  conveyed 
resolve. 
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'*  It  is  good.  Guess  you  may  need  assistance.  I'll 
be  there — and  some  of  the  boys.  We  ain't  goin'  ter 
interfere — if  things  goes  smooth." 

Bill  shrugged. 

**  You  need  not  come." 

"  No  ?     Nothing  more  ?  " 

"  Nothing.  Keep  the  boys  steady.  Don't  burn  the 
clerks  in  the  store. 

"  No." 

"  S'long." 

"  S'long." 

"  Lord  "  Bill  vaulted  into  the  saddle,  and  Golden  Eagle 
moved  restively  away. 

It  was  as  well  that  Foss  River  was  a  sleepy  placev 
"  Lord  "  Bill's  precautions  were  not  elaborate.  But  then, 
he  knew  the  ways  of  the  settlement. 

Dr.  Abbot  chanced  to  be  standing  in  the  doorway  of 
the  saloon.  Bill's  shack  was  little  more  than  a  hundred 
yards  away.  The  doctor  was,  about  to  step  across  to  see 
if  he  were  in,  for  the  purpose  of  luring  his  friend  into  a 
game.  Poker  was  not  so  plentiful  with  the  doctor  now 
since  Bill  had  dropped  out  of  Lablache's  set. 

He  saw  the  dim  outline  of  a  horseman  moving  away 
from  the  back  of  '*  Lord  "  Bill's  hut.  His  curiosity  was 
aroused.  He  hastened  across  to  the  shack.  He  found 
it  locked  up  and  in  darkness.  He  turned  away,  wondering, 
and  as  he  turned  away  he  found  himself  almost  face  to 
face  with  Baptiste.     The  doctor  knew  the  man. 

**  Evening,  Baptiste." 

"Evening,"  the  man  growled. 

The  doctor  was  about  to  speak  again,  but  the  man 
hurried  away. 

"  Danmed  funny  I  "  the  medical  man  muttered.  Then 
he  moved  off  towards  his  own  home..  Somehow  he  had 
forgotten  his  wish  for  poker. 
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The  fifty-acre  pasture  was  situated  nearly  a  quarter 
of  a  mile  away  to  the  left  of  John  Allandale's  house. 
Then,  too,  the  whole  length  of  it  must  be  crossed  before 
the  implement  shed  be  reached.  This  would  add  another 
half  a  mile  to  the  distance,  for  the  field  was  long  and 
narrow,  skirting,  as  it  did,  the  hay-slough  which  provided 
the  ranch  with  hay.  The  pasture  was  on  the  sloping 
side  of  the  slough,  and  on  the  top  of  the  ridge  stretched 
a  natural  fence  of  pines  nearly  two  miles  in  extent. 

The  shed  was  erected  for  the  accommodation  of  mowers, 
horse-rakes,  and  the  necessary  appurtenances  for  haying. 
At  one  end,  as  Lablache  had  said,  was  a  living-room. 
It  was  called  so  by  courtesy.  It  was  little  better  than  the 
rest  of  the  building,  except  that  there  was  a  crazy  door 
to  it — also  a  window;  a  rusty  iron  stove,  small,  and — 
when  a  fire  burned  in  it — fierce,  was  crowded  in  a  comer. 
Now,  however,  the  stove  was  dismantled,  and  lengths 
of  stove-pipe  were  littered  about  the  floor  around  it,  A 
rough  bed,  supported  on  trestles,  and  innocent  of  bedding 
filled  one  end  of  this  abode ;  a  table  made  of  packing-cases 
and  two  chairs  of  the  Windsor  type— one  fairly  sound, 
and  the  other  minus  a  back — completed  the  total  of  rude 
furniture  necessary  for  a  "  hired  man's  "  requirements. 

A  living-room,  the  moneylender  had  said,  therefore 
we  must  accept  his  statements. 

A  reddish  yellow  light  from  a  dingy  oil-lamp  glowed 
sullenly,  and  added  to  the  cheerlessness  of  the  apart- 
ment. At  intervals  black  smoke  belched  from  the 
chimney-top  of  the  lamp  in  response  to  the  draughts 
which  blew  through  the  sieve-like  boarding  of  the  shed. 
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One  must  feel  sorry  for  the  hired  man  whose  lot  is  cast 
in  such  cheerless  quarters. 

It  was  past  eleven.  Lablache  and  John  Allandale 
were  seated  at  the  table.  The  lurid  light  did  not  improve 
the  expression  of  their  faces. 

"  Poker  "  John  was  eager — keenly  eager  now  that  Jacky 
had  urged  him  to  the  game.  Moreover,  he  was  sober — 
sober  as  the  proverbial  "  judge."  Also  he  was  suspicious 
of  his  opponent.  Jacky  had  warned  him.  He  looked  very 
old  as  he  sat  at  that  table.  His  senility  appeared  in 
every  line  of  his  face,  in  every  movement  of  his  shaking 
hands,  in  every  glance  of  his  bleared  eyes. 

Lablache,  also,  was  changed  slightly,  but  it  was  not 
in  the  direction  of  age.  He  showed  signs  of  elation, 
triumph.  He  felt  that  he  was  about  to  accomplish  the 
object  which  had  long  been  his,  and,  at  the  same  time, 
autwit  the  half-breed  who  had  so  lately  come-  into  his 
life,  with  such  disastrous  results  to  his,  the  moneylender's, 
peaceful  enjoyment  of  his  ill-gotten  wealth. 

Lablache  turned  his  lashless  eyes  in  the  direction  of 
the  window.  It  was  a  square  aperture  of  about  two  feet 
in  extent. 

"  We  are  not  likely  to  be  interrupted,"  he  said  wheezily, 
"  but  it  never  does  to  chance  anything.  Shall  we  cover 
the  window  ?     A  light  in  this  room  is  unusual " 

"  Yes,  let  us  cover  it."  "  Poker  "  John  chafed  at  the 
delay,     "  No  one  is  likely  to  come  this  way,  though." 

Lablache  looked  about  him  for  something  which  would 
answer  his  purpose.  There  was  nothing  handy.  He 
drew  out  his  great  bandana  and  tried  it.  It  exactly 
covered  the  window,  so  he  secured  it.  It  would  serve  to 
darken  the  light  to  any  one  who  might  chance  to  be  within 
sight  of  the  shed.  He  returned  to  his  seat.  He  bulged 
over  it  as  he  sat  down,  and  its  legs  creaked  ominously. 

"  I  have  brought  three  packs  of  cards,"  he  said,  laying 
them  upon  the  table. 

"  So  have  I." 

•*  Poker  "  John  looked  directly  into  the  other's  bilious 
eyes. 

**  Ah,  then  we  have  six  packs  I  " 

"  Yes,  six." 
Whose  shall  we "  Lablache  began. 
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"  We'll  cut  for  it.     Ace  low.     Low  wins." 

The  moneylender  smiled  at  the  rancher's  eagerness. 
The  two  men  cut  in  silence.  Lablache  cut  a  three; 
"  Poker  "  John  a  queen. 

"  We  will  use  your  cards,  John."  The  moneylender's 
face  expressed  an  unctuous  benignity. 

The  rancher  was  surprised,  and  his  tell-tale  cheek 
twitched  uncomfortably. 

"  For  deal,"  said  Lablache,  stripping  one  of  John's 
packs  and  passing  it  to  his  companion. 

The  rancher  shuffled  and  cut;  Lablache  cut.  The 
deal  went  to  the  latter. 

"  We  want  something  to  score  on,"  the  moneylender 
said.     "  My  memorandum  pad- " 

"  We'll  have  nothing  on  the  table,  please." 

John  had  been  warned. 

Lablache  shrugged  and  smiled.  He  seemed  to  imply 
that  the  precaution  was  unnecessary,  "  Poker  "  John 
was  in  desperate  earnest. 

"  A  piece  of  chalk — on  the  wall." 

The  rancher  produced  the  chalk  and  set  it  on  the  floor 
close  by  the  wall  and  returned  to  his  seat. 

Lablache  shuffled  clumsily.  His  fingers  seemed  too 
gross  to  handle  cards.  And  yet  he  could  shuffle  well, 
and  his  fingers  were,  in  reality,  most  sensitive,  John 
Allandale  looked  on  eagerly.  The  moneylender,  contrary 
to  his  custom,  dealt  swiftly — so  swiftly  that  the  bleared 
eyes  of  his  opponent  could  not  follow  his  movements. 

Both  men  picked  up  their  cards.  The  old  instincts 
of  poker  were  not  so  pronounced  in  the  rancher  as  they 
used  to  be.  Doubtless  the  game  he  was  now  playing 
did  not  need  such  mask-like  impassivity  of  expression 
as  an  ordinary  game  would.  After  all,  the  pot  opened, 
it  merely  became  a  question  of  who  held  the  best  hand. 
There  would  be  no  betting,  John's  eyes  lighted  up  as 
be  glanced  at  the  index  numerals.     He  held  two  jacks. 

*'  Can  j'^ou  ?  "  Lablache's  husky  voice  rasped  in  the 
stillness, 

"  Yes." 

The  dealer  eyed  his  opponent  for  a  second.  His  face 
was  that  of  a  graven  image. 

"How  many?" 
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"  Three." 

The  moneylender  passed  three  cards  across  the  table. 
Then  he  discarded  two  cards  from  his  own  hand  and  drew 
two  more. 

"  What  have  you  got  ?  "  he  asked,  with  a  grim  pursing 
of  his  sagging  lips. 

"  Two  pairs.     Jacks  up." 

Lablache  laid  his  own  cards  on  the  table,  spreading 
them  out  face  upwards  for  the  rancher  to  see.  He  held 
three  "  twos." 

"One  to  you,"  said  John  Allandale;  and  he  went 
and  chalked  the  score  upon  the  wall. 

There  was  something  very  business-like  about  these 
two  men  when  they  played  cards.  And  possibly  it  was 
only  natural.  The  quiet  way  in  which  they  played 
implied  the  deadly  earnestness  of  their  game.  Their 
surroundings,  too,  were  impressive  when  associated  with 
the  secrecy  of  their  doings. 

Each  man  meant  to  win,  and  in  both  were  all  the  baser 
passions  fully  aroused.  Neither  would  spare  the  other; 
each  would  do  his  utmost.  Lablache  was  sure.  John 
was  consumed  with  a  deadly  nervousness.  But  John 
Allandale  at  cards  was  the  soul  of  honour.  Lablache  was 
confident  in  his  superior  manipulation — not  play — of  cards. 
He  knew  that,  bar  accidents,  he  must  win.  The  mystery 
of  being  able  to  deal  himself  "  three  of  a  kind,"  and  even 
better,  was  no  mystery  to  him.  He  preferred  his  usual 
method — the  method  of  "reflection,"  as  he  called  it; 
but  in  the  game  he  was  now  playing  such  a  method  would 
be  useless,  for  obvious  reasons.  First  of  all,  knowing  his 
opponent's  cards  would  only  be  of  advantage  where 
betting  was  to  ensue.  Now  he  needed  the  clumsier, 
if  more  sure,  method  of  dealing  himself  a  hand.  And  he 
did  not  hesitate  to  adopt  it. 

"  Poker "  John  dealt.  The  pot  was  not  opened. 
Lablache  again  dealt.  Still  the  hand  passed  without 
the  pot  being  opened.  The  next  time  John  dealt  Lablache 
opened  the  pot,  and  was  promptly  beaten.  He  drew  to 
two  queens,  and  missed.  John  drew  to  a  pair  of  sevens, 
and  got  a  third.  The  game  was  one  all.  After  this 
Lablache  won  three  pots  in  succession,  and  the  game  stood 
four— one,  in  favour  of  the  moneylender. 
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The  old  rancher's  face  more  than  indicated  the  state 
of  the  game.  His  features  were  grey  and  drawn.  Already 
he  saw  his  girl  married  to  the  man  opposite  to  him.  For 
an  instant  his  weakness  led  him  to  think  of  refusing  to 
play  further — to  defy  Lablache  and  bid  him  do  his  worst. 
Then  he  remembered  that  the  girl  herself  had  insisted 
that  he  must  see  the  game  through;  besides,  he  might 
yet  win.  He  forced  his  thoughts  to  the  coming  hand. 
He  was  to  deal. 

The  deal,  as  far  as  he  was  concerned,  was  successful. 
Elis  spirits  rose. 

Four — two. 

Lablache  took  up  the  cards  to  deal.  John  was  watching 
as  though  his  life  depended  upon  what  he  saw.  Lablache's 
clumsy  shuffle  annoyed  him.  The  lashless  eyes  of  the 
moneylender  were  bent  upon  the  cards,  but  he  had  no 
difficulty  in  observing  the  old  man's  attention.  This 
unusual  attention  he  set  down  to  a  natural  excitement. 
He  had  not  the  smallest  idea  that  the  old  man  suspected 
him.  He  passed  the  cards  to  be  cut.  The  rancher  cut 
them  carelessly.  He  had  a  natural  cut.  The  pack  was 
nearly  halved.     Lablache  had  prepared  for  this. 

The  hand  was  dealt,  and  the  moneylender  won  with 
three  aces,  all  of  which  he  had  drawn  in  a  five-card  draw. 
He  had  discarded  a  pair  of  nines  to  make  the  heavy  draw. 
It  was  clumsy,  but  he  had  been  forced  to  it.  The  position 
of  the  aces  in  the  pack  he  had  known,  and — well,  he  meant 
to  win. 

Five — ^two. 

The  clumsiness  of  that  deal  was  too  palpable.  Old 
John  suspected,  but  held  his  tongue.  His  anger  rose, 
and  the  drawn  face  flushed  with  the  suddenness  of  light- 
ning. He  was  in  a  dangerous  mood.  Lablache  saw 
the  flush,  and  a  sudden  fear  gripped  his  heart.  He  passed 
the  cards  to  the  other,  and  then  involuntarily  his  hand 
dropped  into  the  right-hand  pocket  of  his  coat.  It  came 
in  contact  with  his  revolver — and  stayed  there. 

The  next  hand  passed  without  the  pot  being  opened — 
and  the  next.  Lablache  was  a  little  cautious.  The  next 
deal  resulted  in  favour  of  the  rancher. 

Five — ^three. 

Lablache  again  took  the  cards.     This  time  he  meant 
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to  get  his  hand  in  the  deal.  At  that  moment  the  money- 
lender would  have  given  a  cool  thousand  had  a  bottle 
of  whisky  been  on  the  table.  He  had  not  calculated  on 
John  being  sober.  He  shuffled  deliberately,  and  offered 
the  pack  to  be  cut.  John  cut  in  the  same  careless  manner, 
but  this  time  he  did  it  purposely.  Lablache  picked 
up  the  bottom  half  of  the  cut.  There  was  a  terrible  silence 
in  the  room,  and  a  deadly  purpose  was  expressed  in 
"  Poker  "  John's  eyes. 

The  moneylender  began  to  deal.  In  an  instant  John 
was  on  his  feet,  and  lurched  across  the  table.  His  hands 
fell  upon  the  first  card  which  Lablache  had  dealt  to 
himself. 

"  The  ace  of  clubs  I  "  shouted  the  rancher,  his  eyes 
blazing  and  his  body  fairly  shaking  with  fury.  He  turned 
the  card  over.     It  was  the  ace  of  clubs. 

"  Cheat  1  "  he  shouted. 

He  had  seen  the  card  at  the  bottom  of  the  pack  as 
the  other  had  ceased  to  shuffle. 

There  was  an  instant's  thrilling  pause.  Then  Lablache'^ 
hand  flew  to  his  pocket.  He  had  heard  the  click  of  a 
cocking  revolver. 

For  the  moment  the  rancher's  old  spirit  rose  superior 
to  his  senile  debility. 

*'  God  in  heaven  I  And  this  is  how  you've  robbed  me, 
you — you  beast  I  " 

"  Poker  "  John's  seared  face  was  at  that  moment  the 
face  of  a  maniac.  He  literally  hurled  his  fury  at  the 
moneylender,  who  was  now  standing  confronting  him. 

"  It  is  the  last  time,  if — if  I  swing  for  it.  Prairie  law 
you  need,  and,  hell  take  you,  you  shall  have  it  I  " 

He  swung  himself  half-round.  Simultaneously  two 
reports  rang  out.  They  seemed  to  meet  in  one  deafening 
peal,  which  was  exaggerated  by  the  smallness  of  the  room. 
Then  all  was  silence. 

Lablache  stood  unmoved,  his  yellow  eyeballs  gleaming 
wickedly.  For  a  second  John  Allandale  swayed,  while 
his  face  assumed  a  ghastly  hue.  Then  in  deathly  silence 
he  slowly  crumpled  up,  as  it  were.  No  sound  passed 
his  lips,  and  he  sank  in  a  heap  upon  the  floor.  IIis  still 
smoking  pistol  dropped  beside  him  from  his  nerveless 
fingers. 


224  THE   DEVIL'S   KEG 

The  rancher  had  intended  to  kill  Lablache,  but  the 
subtle  moneylender  had  been  too  quick.  The  lashless 
eyes  watched  the  deathly  fall  of  the  old  man.  There - 
was  no  expression  in  them  but  that  of  vengeful  coldness. 
He  was  accustomed  to  the  unwritten  laws  of  the  prairie. 
He  knew  that  he  had  saved  his  life  by  a  hair's  breadth. 
His  right  hand  was  still  in  his  coat  pocket.  He  had  fired 
through  the  cloth  of  the  coat. 

Some  seconds  passed.  Still  Lablache  did  not  move. 
There  was  no  remorse  in  his  heart — only  annoyance.  He 
was  thinking  with  the  coolness  of  a  callous  nerve.  He 
was  swiftly  calculating  the  effect  of  the  catastrophe  as 
regarded  himself.  It  was  the  worst  thing  that  could  have 
happened   to    him.     Shooting   was    held   lightly   on   the 

prairie,    he    knew,    but Then    he   slowly    drew    his 

pistol  from  his  pocket  and  looked  thoughtfully  at  it. 
His  caution  warned  him  of  something.  He  withdrew 
the  empty  cartridge  case  and  cleaned  out  the  barrel. 
Then  he  put  a  fresh  cartridge  in  the  chamber  and  returned 
the  pistol  to  his  pocket.  He  was  very  deliberate,  and 
displayed  no  emotion.  His  asthmatical  breathing,  per- 
haps, might  have  been  more  pronounced  than  usual. 
Then  he  gathered  up  the  cards  from  floor  and  table,  and 
wiped  out  the  score  upon  the  wall.  He  put  the  cards 
in  his  pocket.  After  that  he  stirred  the  body  of  his  old 
companion  with  his  foot.     There  was  no  sound  from  the 

E rostrate  rancher.     Then  the  moneylender  gently  lowered 
imself  to  his  knees  and  placed  his  hand  over  his  victim's 
heart.     It  was  still.     John  Allandale  was  dead. 

It  was  now  for  the  first  time  that  Lablache  gave  any 
sign  of  emotion.  It  was  not  the  emotion  of  sorrow — 
merely  fear — superstitious  fear.  As  he  realised  that  the 
other  was  dead,  his  head  suddenly  turned.  It  was  an 
involuntary  movement.  And  his  fishy  eyes  gazed  fear- 
fully behind  him.  It  was  his  first  realisation  of  guilt. 
The  brand  of  Cain  must  inevitably  carry  with  it  a  sense 
of  horror  to  him  who  falls  beneath  its  ban.  He  was  a 
murderer — and  he  knew  it. 

Now  his  movements  became  less  deliberate.  He  felt 
that  he  must  get  away  from  that  horrid  sight.  He  rose 
swiftly,  with  a  display  of  that  agility  which  the  unfortunate 
Horrocks  had  seen.     He  glanced  about  the  room  and  took 
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his  bearings.  He  strode  to  the  lamp  and  put  it  out. 
Then  he  groped  his  way  to  the  window  and  took  down 
his  bandana;  stealthily,  and  with  a  certain  horror,  he 
felt  his  way  in  the  darkness  to  the  door.  He  opened  it, 
and  passed  out. 


CHAPTER  XXVIII 

SETTLING    THE    RECKONINO 

Jacky  stood  at  the  gate  of  the  fifty-acre  pasture.  She 
had  been  standing  there  for  some  minutes.  The  night 
was  quite  dark ;  there  was  no  moon.  Her  horse,  Nigger, 
was  standing  hitched  to  one  of  the  fence-posts  a  few 
yards  away  from  her,  and  inside  the  pasture.  The  girl  was 
waiting  for  *'  Lord  "  Bill. 

Not  a  sound  broke  the  stillness  of  the  night  as  she  stood 
hstening.  A  wonderful  calmness  was  over  all.  From  her 
position  Jacky  had  seen  the  light  shining  through  the 
window  of  the  implement  shed.  Now  the  shed  was  quite 
dark — the  window  had  been  covered.  She  knew  that 
her  uncle  and  Lablache  were  there.  She  was  growing 
impatient. 

Every  now  and  then  she  would  turn  her  face  from  the 
contemplation  of  the  blackness  of  the  distant  end  of 
the  field  to  the  direction  of  the  settlement,  her  ears  strain- 
ing to  catch  the  sound  of  her  dilatory  lover's  coming. 
The  minutes  passed  all  too  swiftly.  And  her  impatience 
grew,  and  found  vent  in  irritable  movements  and  sighs  of 
vexation. 

Suddenly  her  ears  caught  the  sound  of  distant  cries 
coming  from  the  settlement.  She  turned  in  the  direction. 
A  lurid  gleam  was  in  the  sky.  Then,  as  she  watched,  the 
glare  grew  brighter,  and  sparks  shot  up  in  a  great  wreathing 
cloud  of  smoke.  The  direction  was  unmistakable.  She 
knew  that  Lablache's  store  had  been  fired. 

"  Good  1  "  she  murmured,  with  a  sight  of  relief.  "  I 
guess  Bill  '11  come  right  along  now.  I  wish  he'd  come. 
They've  been  in  that  shack  ten  minutes  or  more.  Why 
don't  he  come  ?  " 

The  glare  of  the  fire  fascinated  her,  and  her  eyes  re- 
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mained  glued  in  the  direction  of  it.  The  reflection  in 
the  sky  was  widespread,  and  she  knew  that  the  great 
building  must  be  gutted,  for  there  was  no  means  of  putting 
the  fire  out.  Then  her  thoughts  turned  to  Lablache, 
and  she  smiled  as  she  thought  of  the  surprise  awaiting 
him.  The  sky  in  the  distance  grew  brighter.  She  could 
only  see  the  lurid  reflection ;  a  rising  ground  intervened 
between  her  and  the  settlement. 

Suddenly  against  the  very  heart  of  the  glare,  the  figure 
of  a  horseman  coming  towards  her  was  silhouetted  as  he 
rode  over  the  rising  ground.  One  glance  sufficed  the 
girl.  That  tall,  thin  figure  was  unmistakable — her  lover 
was  hastening  towards  her.  She  turned  to  her  horse 
and  unhitched  the  reins  from  the  fence-post. 

Presently  Bill  came  up  and  dismounted.  He  led  Golden 
Eagle  through  the  gate.  The  greeting  was  an  almost 
silent  one  between  these  two.  Doubtless  their  thoughts 
carried  them  beyond  mere  greetings.  They  stood  for  a 
second. 

"  Shall  we  ride  ?  "  said  Jacky,  inclining  her  head  in 
the  direction  of  the  shed. 

"  No,  we  will  walk.     How  long  have  they  been  there  ?  " 

**  A  quarter  of  an  hour,  I  guess." 

**  Come  along,  then." 

They  walked  down  the  pasture,  leading  their  two 
horses. 

"  I  see  no  light,"  said  Bill,  looking  straight  ahead  of 
him. 

"  It  is  covered — the  window,  I  mean.  What  are  you 
going  to  do.  Bill  ?  " 

"  Lots — but  I  shall  be  guided  by  circumstances.  You 
must  remain  outside,  Jacky ;    you  can  see  to  the  horses." 

"  P'r'aps." 

The  man  turned  sharply. 

"PVaps?" 

"  Yes.  One  never  knows.  I  guess  it's  no  use  fixing 
things  when — ^guided  by  circumstances." 

They  relapsed  into  silence  and  walked  steadily  on. 
Half  the  distance  was  covered  when  Jacky  halted. 

"Will  Golden  Eagle  stand  '  knee-halterin',  Bill?" 

"Yes.     Why?" 
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Bill  stood  irresolute. 

^  It'll  be  better,  I  guess,"  the  girl  pursued.  "  We'll 
be  freer." 

"All  right,"  replied  Bill.  "  But  "—after  a  pause— 
"  I'd  rather  you  didn't  come  further,  little  woman — ^there 
may  be  shooting " 

"  That's  so.     I  like  shootin'.     What's  that  ?  " 

The  girl  had  secured  her  horse ;  Bill  was  in  the  act 
of  securing  his.  Jacky  raised  her  hand  in  an  attitude  of 
attention,  and  turned  her  face  to  windward.  Bill  stood 
erect,  and  Hstened. 

"  Ah  I     It's  the  boys.     Baptiste  said  they  would  come." 

There  was  a  faint  rustling  of  grass  near  by.  Jacky 's 
keen  ears  had  detected  the  stealing  sound  at  once.  To 
others  it  might  have  passed  for  the  effect  of  the  night 
breeze. 

They  listened  for  a  few  seconds  longer,  then  Bill  turned 
to  the  girL 

"  Come — the  horses  are  safe.  The  boys  will  not  show 
themselves.     I  fancy  they  are  here  to  watch  only — me." 

They  continued  on  towards  the  shed.  They  were  both 
wrapped  in  silent  thought.  Neither  were  prepared  for 
what  was  to  come.  They  were  still  nearly  a  quarter  of 
a  mile  from  the  building.  Its  outline  was  dimly  discern- 
ible in  the  darkness.  And,  too,  now  the  light  from  the 
oil-lamp  could  be  seen  dimly  shining  through  the  red 
bandana  which  was  stretched  over  the  window. 

Now  the  sound  of  "  Poker "  John's  voice  raised  in 
anger  reached  them.  They  stood  still  with  one  accord. 
It  was  astonishing  how  the  voice  travelled  all  that  distance. 
He  must  be  shouting.  A  sudden  fear  gripped  their  hearts. 
Bill  was  the  first  to  move.  With  a  whispered  "  Wait 
here  1  "  he  ran  forward.  For  an  instant  Jacky  waited, 
then,  on  a  sudden  impulse,  she  followed  her  lover. 

The  girl  had  just  started.  Suddenly  the  sharp  report 
of  firearms  split  the  air.  She  came  up  with  Bill,  who  had 
paused  at  the  sound. 

"  Hustle,  Bill.     It's  murder  I  "  the  giri  panted. 

**  Yes  1 "  And  he  ran  forward  with  set  face  and 
gleaming  eyes. 

Murder — and  who  was  the  victim  T  Bill  wondered, 
and  his  heart  misgave  him.     There  was  no  longer  any 
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sound  of  voices.  The  rancher  had  been  silenced.  He 
thought  of  the  girl  behind  him.  Then  his  whole  mind 
suddenly  centred  itself  upon  Lablache.  If  he  had  killed 
the  rancher  no  mercy  should  be  shown  to  him. 

Bill  was  rapidly  nearing  the  building,  and  it  was  wrapped 
in  an  ominous  silence. 

For  a  second  time  he  again  came  to  a  stand.  He  wanted 
to  make  sure.  He  could  hear  Jacky's  speeding  footfalls 
from  behind.  And  he  could  hear  the  stealthy  movements 
of  those  others.  These  were  the  only  sounds  that  reached 
him.  He  went  on  again.  He  came  to  the  building. 
The  window  was  directly  in  front  of  him.  He  tried  to  look 
into  the  room,  but  the  handkerchief  effectually  hid  the 
interior.  Suddenly  the  light  went  out.  He  knew  what 
this  meant.  Turning  away  from  the  window,  he  crept 
towards  the  door.  Jacky  had  come  up.  He  motioned  her 
into  the  shadow.     Then  he  waited. 

The  door  opened  and  a  great  figure  came  out.  It  was 
Lablache.  Even  in  the  darkness  Bill  recognised  him. 
His  heavy,  asthmatical  breathing  must  have  betrayed 
the  moneylender  if  there  had  been  no  other  means  of 
identification. 

Lablache  stepped  out  on  to  the  prairie  utterly  uncon- 
scious of  the  figures  crouching  in  the  darkness.  He  stepped 
heavily  forward.  Four  steps — that  was  all.  A  silent 
spring,  an  iron  grip  round  the  moneylender's  throat  from 
behind.  A  short,  sharp  struggle,  a  great  gasping  for 
breath.  Then  Lablache  reeled  backwards  and  fell  to  the 
ground  with  Bill  hanging  to  his  throat  like  some  tiger. 
In  the  fall  the  moneylender's  pistol  went  off.  There  was 
a  sharp  report,  and  the  bullet  tore  up  the  ground.  But 
no  harm  was  done.  Bill  held  on.  Then  came  the  swish 
of  a  skirt.  Jacky  was  at  her  lover's  side.  She  dragged 
the  moneylender's  pistol  from  his  pocket.  Then  Bill 
let  go  his  hold  and  stood  panting  over  the  prostrate  man. 
The  whole  thing  was  done  in  silence.  No  word  was 
spoken, 

Lablache  sucked  in  a  deep  whistling  breath.  His  eyes 
rolled  and  he  struggled  into  a  sitting  position.  He  was 
gazing  into  the  muzzle  of  Bill's  pistol. 

**  (iet  up  I  "  The  stern  voice  was  unlike  Bill's,  but  there 
was  nothing  of  the  twang  of  Retief  about  it. 
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The  moneylender  stared  but  did  not  move — neither 
did  he  speak.  Jacky  had  darted  into  the  hut.  She  had 
gone  to  light  the  lamp  and  learn  the  truth. 

"  (Jet  up  I  "  The  chilling  command  forced  the  money- 
lender to  rise.  He  saw  before  him  the  tall,  thin  figure  of 
his  assailant. 

"  Retief  I  "  he  gasped,  and  then  stood  speechless. 

Now  the  relighted  lamp  glowed  through  the  doorway. 
Bill  pointed  towards  the  door. 

"  Go  inside  !  '*  The  relentless  pistol  was  at  Lablache's 
head. 

"  No — no  I  Not  inside,"  The  words  whistled  on  a 
gasping  breath. 

"  Go  inside  I  " 

Cowed  and  fearful,  Lablache  obeyed  the  mandate. 

Bill  followed  the  moneylender  into  the  miserable  room. 
His  keen  eyes  took  in  the  scene  in  one  swift  glance.  He 
saw  Jacky  kneeling  beside  the  prostrate  form  of  her 
uncle.  She  was  not  weeping.  Her  beautiful  face  was 
stonily  calm.  She  was  just  looking  down  at  that  still 
form,  that  drawn,  grey  face,  the  staring  eyes  and  dropped 
jaw.  Bill  saw  and  understood.  Lablache  might  expect 
no  mercy. 

The  murderer  himself  was  now  looking  in  the  direction 
of — but  not  at — the  body  of  his  victim.  He  was  gazing 
with  eyes  which  expressed  horrified  amazement  at  the 
sight  of  the  crouching  figure  of  Jacky  Allandale.  He 
was  trying  to  fathom  the  meaning  of  her  association  with 
Retief. 

Bill  closed  the  door.  Now  he  came  forward  towards 
the  table,  always  keeping  Lablache  in  front  of  him. 

"  Is  he  dead  ?  "     Bill's  voice  was  solemn. 

Jacky  looked  up.  There  was  a  look  as  of  stone  in 
her  sombre  eves. 

"  He  is  dead— dead." 

"  Ah  I  For  the  moment  we  will  leave  the  dead.  Come, 
let  us  deal  with  the  living.   It  is  time  for  a  final  reckoning." 

There  was  a  deadly  chill  in  the  tone  of  Bill's  voice, 
a  chill  which  was  infinitely  more  dreadful  to  Lablache's 
ears  than  could  any  passionate  outburst  have  been. 

The  door  opened  gently.  No  one  noticed  it,  so  absorbed 
were  they  in  the  ghastly  matter  before  them.     Wider 
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the  door  swung,  and  several  dusky  faces  appeared  in 
the  opening. 

The  moneylender  stood  motionless.  His  gaze  ignored 
the  dead.  He  watched  the  living.  He  wondered  what 
"  Lord  "  Bill's  preamble  portended.  He  shook  himself 
like  one  rousing  from  some  dreadful  nightmare.  He 
summoned  his  courage  and  tried  to  face  the  consequences 
of  his  act  with  an  outward  calnu  Struggle  as  he  might, 
a  deadly  fear  was  ever  present. 

It  was  not  the  actual  fear  of  death,  it  was  the  moral 
dread  of  something  intangible.  He  feared  at  that  moment 
not  that  which  was  to  come ;  it  was  the  presence  of  the 
dusky-visaged  raider  and — ^the  girl.  He  feared  mostly 
the  icy  look  on  Jacky's  face.  However,  his  mind  was 
quite  clear.  He  was  watching  for  a  loophole  of  escape. 
And  he  lost  no  detail  of  the  scene  before  him. 

A  matter  which  puzzled  him  greatly  was  the  familiar 
voice  of  the  raider.  Retief,  as  he  knew  him,  spoke  with 
a  pronounced  accent,  but  now  he  only  heard  the  ordinary 
tones  of  an  Englishman. 

Bill  had  purposely  abandoned  his  exaggerated  Western 
drawl.  Now  he  removed  the  scarf  from  his  neck  and  pro- 
ceeded to  wipe  the  yellow  grease  from  his  face  and  neck. 
Lablache,  with  dismay  in  his  heart,  saw  the  white  skin 
which  had  been  concealed  beneath  the  paint.  The  truth 
flashed  upon  him  instantly.  And  before  Bill  had  had 
time  to  remove  his  wig  his  name  had  passed  the  money- 
lender's lips. 

"  Bunning-Ford  ?  "  he  gasped.  And  in  that  expression 
was  a  world  of  moral  fear. 

"  Yes,  Bunning-Ford,  come  to  settle  his  last  reckoning 
with  you." 

Bill  eyed  the  murderer  steadily  and  Lablache  felt  his 
last  grip  on  his  courage  relax.  A  terrible  fear  crept  upon 
him  as  his  courage  ebbed.  Slowly  Bill  turned  his  eyes 
in  the  direction  of  the  still  kneeling  Jacky,  The  girl's 
eyes  met  his,  and,  in  response  to  some  mute  understanding 
which  passed  between  them,  she  rose  to  her  feet. 

Bill  did  not  speak.  He  merely  looked  at  his  pistol. 
Jacky  spoke  as  if  answering  some  remark  of  his. 

"  Yes,  this  is  my  affair." 

Then  she  turned  upon  the  moneylender.     There  was 
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no  wrath  in  her  face,  no  anger  in  her  tones;  only  that 
horrid,  stony  purpose  which  Lablache  dreaded.  He 
wished  she  would  hurl  invective  at  him.  He  felt  that  it 
would  have  been  better  so. 

"  The  death  which  you  have  dealt  to  that  poor  old  man 
is  too  good  for  you,  you  murderer,"  she  said,  her  deep, 
sombre  eyes  seeming  to  pass  through  and  through  the 
mountain  of  flesh  she  was  addressing.  "  I  take  small 
comfort  in  the  thought  that  he  had  no  time  to  suffer  bodily 
pain.  You  will  suffer — later."  Bill  gazed  at  her  wonder- 
mgly.  "  Liar  I  cheat  !  You  pollute  the  earth  I  You 
thought  to  cozen  that  poor,  harmless  old  man  out  of  his 
property,  out  of  me.  You  thought  to  ruin  him  as  you 
have  ruined  others.  Your  efforts  will  avail  you  nothing. 
From  the  moment  Bill  discovered  the  use  of  your  memor- 
andum pad  " — Lablache  started — "  your  fate  was  sealed. 
Wc  swore  to  confiscate  your  property.  For  every  dollar 
you  took  from  us  you  should  pay  ten.  But  now  the  matter 
is  different.  There  is  a  justice  on  the  prairie — a  rough, 
honest,  uncorruptible  justice.  And  that  justice  demands 
your  life.  You  shall  scourge  Foss  River  no  longer.  You 
have  murdered.     You  shall  die " 

Jacky  was  about  to  go  further  with  her  inexorable 
denunciation  when  the  door  of  the  shed  was  flung  wide, 
and  eight  Breeds,  headed  by  Gautier  and  Baptiste,  came 
in.  They  came  in  almost  noiselessly,  their  moccasined 
feet  giving  out  scarcely  any  sound  upon  the  floor  of  the 
room. 

"  Lord  "  Bill  turned,  startled  at  the  sudden  apparition. 
Jacky  hesitated.  Here  was  a  contingency  which  none 
had  reckoned  upon.  One  glance  at  those  dark,  cruel 
faces  warned  all  three  that  these  prairie  outcasts  had  been 
silent  witnesses  of  everything  that  had  taken  place. 
It  was  a  supreme  moment,  and  the  deadly  pallor  which 
had  assumed  a  leadenish  hue  on  Lablache's  face  told  of 
one  who  appreciated  the  horror  of  that  silent  coming. 

Baptiste  stepped  over  to  where  Jacky  stood.  He  looked 
at  her,  and  then  his  gaze  passed  to  the  dead  man  upon  the 
floor.  His  beady,  black  eyes  turned  fiercely  upon  the 
cowering  moneylender. 

'*  Ow  1 "  he  grunted.  And  his  tone  was  the  fierce 
expression  of  an  Indian  roused  to  homicidal  pu:q)ose. 
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Then  he  turned  back  to  Jaeky,  and  the  look  on  his 
face  changed  to  one  of  sympathy  and  even  love. 

"  Not  you,  missie — and  the  white  man — no.  The 
prairie  is  the  land  of  the  Breed  and  his  forefathers — the 
Red  Man.  Guess  the  law  of  the  prairie  '11  come  best  from 
such  as  he.  You  are  one  of  us,*'  he  went  on,  surveying 
the  girl's  beautiful  face  in  open  admiration.  **  You've 
alius  been  mostly  one  of  us — but  I  take  it  y'are  too  white. 
No;  guess  you  ain't  goin'  to  muck  yer  pretty  hands 
wi'  the  filthy  blood  of  yonder  " — pointing  to  Lablache. 
"  These  things  is  fer  the  likes  o'  us.  Jest  leave  this  skunk 
to  us.  Death  is  the  sentence,  and  death  he's  goin'  to 
git — an'  it'll  be  somethin'  ter  remember  by  all  who  behold. 
An'  the  story  shall  go  down  to  our  children.  This  poor 
dead  thing  was  our  best  frien' — an'  he's  dead — murdered. 
So,  this  is  a  matter  for  the  Breed." 

Then  the  half-breed  turned  away.  Seeing  the  chalk 
upon  the  floor,  he  stooped  and  picked  it  up. 

"  Let's  have  the  formalities.     It  is  but  just " 

Bill  suddenly  interrupted.  He  was  angry  at  the  inter- 
ference of  Baptiste. 

"  Hold  on  I  " 

Baptiste  swung  round.  The  white  man  got  no  further. 
The  Breed  broke  in  upon  him  with  animal  ferocity. 

"  Who  says  hold  on  ?  Peace,  white  man,  peace  I 
This  is  for  us.     Dare  to  stop  us,  an' " 

Jacky  sprang  between  her  lover  and  the  ferocious 
half-breed. 

"  Bill,  leave  well  alone,"  she  said.  And  she  held  up 
a  warning  finger. 

She  knew  these  men,  of  a  race  to  which  she,  in  part, 
belonged.  As  well  baulk  a  tiger  of  its  prey.  She  knew 
that  if  Bill  interfered  his  life  would  pay  the  forfeit.  The 
sanguinary  lust  of  these  human  devils  once  aroused,  they 
cared  little  how  it  be  satisfied. 

Bill  turned  away  with  a  shrug,  and  he  was  startled 
to  see  that  he  had  been  noiselessly  surrounded  by  the 
rest  of  the  half-breeds.  Had  Jacky's  command  needed 
support,  it  would  have  found  it  in  this  ominous  move- 
ment. 

Fate  had  decreed  that  the  final  act  in  the  Foss  River 
drama  should  come  from  another  source  than  the  avenging 
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hands  of  those  who  had  sealed  their  compact  in  Bad  Man's 
Hollow. 

Baptiste  turned  away  from  *'  Lord  **  Bill,  and,  at  a  sign 
from  him,  Lablache  was  brought  round  to  the  other  side 
of  the  table — to  where  the  dead  rancher  was  lying.  Bap- 
tiste handed  him  the  chalk  and  then  pointed  to  the  wall, 
on  which  had  been  written  the  score  of  old  John's  last 
gamble. 

"  Write  I  "  he  said,  turning  back  to  his  prisoner. 

Lablache  gazed  fearfully  round.  He  essayed  to  speak, 
but  his  tongue  clove  to  the  roof  of  his  mouth. 

"  Write— while  I  tell  you."  The  Breed  still  pointed 
to  the  wall. 

Lablache  held  out  the  chalk. 

'*  I  kill  John  Allandale,"  dictated  Baptiste. 

Lablache  wrote. 

"  Now  sign.     So." 

Lablache  signed.  Jacky  and  Bill  stood  looking  on, 
silent  and  wondering. 

'*  Now,"  said  Baptiste,  with  all  the  solemnity  of  a 
court  official,  "  the  execution  shall  take  place.  Lead  him 
out  I  " 

At  this  instant  Jacky  laid  her  hand  upon  the  half- 
breed's  arm. 

"  What — what  is  it  ?  "  she  asked.  And  from  her 
expression  something  of  the  stony  calmness  had  gone, 
leaving  in  its  place  a  look  of  wondering  not  untouched 
with  horror. 

"  The  De\irs  Keg  !  " 


CHAPTER   XXIX 

fHE    MAW    OF   THE    MUSKEG 

Down  the  sloping  shore  to  the  level  of  the  great  keg, 
the  party  of  Breeds — and  in  their  midst  the  doomed  money- 
lender— made  their  way.  Jaeky  and  "  Lord  "  Bill,  on 
their  horses,  brought  up  the  rear. 

The  silent  cortege  moved  slowly  on,  out  on  to  the  oozing 
path  across  the  mire.  Lablache  was  now  beyond  human 
aid. 

The  right  and  wrong  of  their  determination  troubled 
the  Breeds  not  one  whit.  But  it  was  different  with  the 
two  white  people.  What  thoughts  Bill  had  upon  the 
matter  he  kept  to  himself.  He  certainly  felt  that  he 
ought  to  interfere,  but  he  knew  how  worse  than  useless 
his  interference  would  be.  Besides,  the  man  should 
die.  The  law  of  Judge  Lynch  was  the  only  law  for  such 
as  he.  Let  that  law  take  its  course.  Bill  would  have 
preferred  the  stout  tree  and  a  raw-hide  lariat.  But — and 
he  shrugged  his  shoulders, 

Jacky  felt  more  deeply  upon  the  subject.  She  saw  the 
horror  in  all  its  truest  lights,  and  yet  she  had  flouted  her 
lover's  suggestion  that  she  should  not  witness  the  end. 
Bad  and  all  as  Lablache  was — cruel  as  was  his  nature, 
murderer  though  he  be — surely  no  crime,  however  heinous, 
could  deserve  the  fate  to  which  he  was  going.  She  had 
remonstrated — urged  Baptiste  to  forgo  his  wanton  cruelty, 
to  deal  out  justice  tempered  with  a  mercy  which  should 
hurl  the  moneylender  to  obUvion  without  suffering — 
with  scarce  time  to  realise  the  happening.  Her  efforts 
were  unavailing.  As  well  try  to  turn  an  ape  from  its 
mischief — a  man-eater  from  its  mania  for  human  blood. 
The  inherent  love  of  cruelty  had  been  too  long  fostered 
in  these  Breeds  of  Foss  River.  Lablache  had  too  long 
swayed  their  destinies  with  his  ruthless  hand  of  extortion, 
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All  the  pent-up  hatred  stored  in  the  back  cells  of  memory 
was  now  let  loose.  For  all  these  years  in  Foss  River 
they  had  been  forced  to  look  to  Lablache  as  the  ruler 
of  their  destinies.  Was  he  not  the  great — the  wealthy 
man  of  the  place  ?  When  he  held  up  his  finger  they  must 
work — and  his  wage  was  the  wage  of  a  dog.  Wlien  money 
was  scarce  among  them,  would  he  not  drive  them  starving 
from  his  great  store  ?  When  their  children  and  women 
were  sick,  would  he  not  refuse  them  drugs — food — nourish- 
ment of  any  sort,  unless  the  money  was  down  ?  They 
had  not  even  the  privilege  of  men  who  owned  land.  There 
was  no  credit  for  the  Breeds — outcasts.  Baptiste  and 
his  fellows  remembered  all  these  things.  Their  time  had 
come.  They  would  pay  Lablache — and  their  score  of 
interest  should  be  heavy. 

On  their  way  from  the  shed  to  the  muskeg  Lablache 
had  seen  the  reflection  of  the  fire  at  his  store  in  the  sky. 
Gautier  had  taken  devilish  satisfaction  in  telling  the 
wretched  man  of  what  had  been  done — mouthing  the 
details  in  the  manner  of  one  who  finds  joy  in  cruelty. 
He  remembered  past  injuries,  and  revelled  in  the  money- 
lender's agony. 

After  a  toilsome  journey  the  Breeds  halted  at  the  point 
where  the  path  divided  into  three.  Jacky  and  Bill 
sat  on  their  horses  and  watched  the  scene.  Then,  slowly, 
something  of  Baptiste's  intention  was  borne  in  upon 
them. 

Jacky  reached  out  and  touched  her  lover's  arm. 

"  Bill,  what  are  they  going  to  do  ?  " 

She  asked  the  question.  But  the  answer  was  already 
with  her.  Her  companion  remained  silent.  She  did 
not  repeat  her  question. 

Then  she  heard  Baptiste's  raucous  tones  as  he  issued 
his  commands. 

"  Loose  his  hands  I  " 

Jacky  watched  Lablache's  face  in  the  dim  starlight. 
It  was  ghastly.  The  whole  figure  of  the  man  seemed  to 
have  shrunk.  The  wretched  man  stood  free,  and  yet 
more  surely  a  prisoner  than  any  criminal  in  a  condemned 
cell. 

The  uncertain  light  of  the  stars  showed  only  the  dark 
expanse  of  the  mire  upon  all  sides.     In  the  distance. 
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ahead,  the  mountains  were  vaguely  outlined  against  the 
sky;  behind  and  around,  nothing  but  that  awful  death- 
trap. Jacky  had  lived  all  her  life  beside  the  muskeg, 
but  never  until  that  moment  had  she  realised  the  awful 
terror  of  its  presence. 

Now  Baptiste  again  commanded  : 

"  Prepare  for  death." 

It  seemed  to  the  listening  girl  that  a  devilish  tone  of 
exultation  rang  in  his  words.  She  roused  herself  from  her 
fascinated  attention.  She  was  about  to  urge  her  horse 
forward.  But  a  thin,  powerful  hand  reached  out  and 
gripped  her  by  the  arm.  It  was  "  Lord "  Bill.  His 
hoarse  whisper  sung  in  her  ears. 

"  Your  own  words — leave  well  alone." 

And  she  allowed  her  horse  to  stand. 

Now  she  leaned  forward  in  her  saddle,  and  rested  her 
elbows  upon  the  horn  in  front  of  her.  Again  she  heard 
Baptiste  speak.     He  seemed  to  be  in  sole  command. 

"  We'll  give  yer  a  chance  fur  yer  life " 

Again  the  fiendish  laugh  underlaid  the  words. 

"  It's  a  chance  of  a  dog — a  yellow  dog,"  he  pursued. 
Jacky  shuddered.  *'  But  such  a  chance  is  too  good  fur 
yer  likes.  Look — look,  those  hills  I  See  the  three  taU 
peaks — yes,  those  three,  taller  than  the  rest.  One  straight 
in  front,  one  to  the  right,  an'  one  away  to  the  left.  Guess 
this  path  divides  right  hyar — in  three,  an'  each  path 
heads  for  one  of  those  peaks.  Say,  jest  one  trail  crosses 
the  keg — one.  Savee?  The  others  end  sudden,  and 
then — the  keg." 

The  full  horror  of  the  man's  meaning  now  came  plain 
to  the  girl.  She  heaved  a  great  gasp  and  turned  to  Bill. 
Her  lover  signed  a  warning.  She  turned  again  to  the 
scene  before  her. 

"  Now,  see  hyar,  you  scum,"  Baptiste  went  on.  "  This 
is  yer  chance.  Choose  yer  path,  and  foller  it.  Guess  yer 
can't  see  it  no  more  than  yer  ken  see  this  one  we're  on, 
but  you  have  got  the  lay  of  it.  Guess  you'll  travel  the 
path  yer  choose  to— the  end.  If  yer  don't  move — an' 
move  mighty  slippy — you'll  be  dumped  head-long  into 
the  muck  1  Ef  yer  git  on  to  the  right  path  an'  cross  the 
keg  safe,  yer  ken  sling  off  wi'  a  whole  skin.  Guess  you'll 
^  i'  it  a  ticklish  job — mebbe  you'll  git  through.     But  I've 
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a  notion  yer  won't.  Now,  take  yer  dog's  chance,  an 
remember,  it's  death  if  yer  don't,  anyway." 

The  man  ceased  speaking.  Jacky  saw  Lablache  shake 
his  great  head.  Then  something  made  him  look  at  the 
mountains  beyond.  There  were  the  three  dimly  outlined 
peaks.  They  were  clear  enough  to  guide  him.  Jacky, 
watching,  saw  the  expression  of  his  face  change.  It 
was  as  though  a  flicker  of  hope  had  arisen  within  him. 
Then  she  saw  him  turn  and  eye  Baptiste.  He  seemed  to 
read  in  that  cruel,  dark  face  a  vengeful  purpose.  He 
seemed  to  scent  a  trick.  Presently  he  turned  again  to 
the  hills. 

How  plainly  the  watching  girl  read  the  varying  emotions 
which  beset  him.  He  was  trying  to  face  this  chance 
calmly,  but  the  dark  expanse  of  the  surrounding  mire 
wrung  his  heart  with  terror.  He  could  not  choose,  and 
yet  he  knew  he  must  do  so  or 

Baptiste  spoke  again. 

"  Choose  1  " 

Lablache  again  bent  his  eyes  upon  the  hills.  But  his 
lashless  lids  would  flicker,  and  his  vision  became  impaired. 
He  turned  to  the  Breed  with  an  imploring  gesture. 
Baptiste  made  no  movement.  His  relentless  expression 
remained  unchanged.  The  wretched  man  turned  away 
to  the  rest  of  the  Breeds. 

A  pistol  was  levelled  at  his  head,  and  he  turned  back 
to  Baptiste.  The  only  comfort  he  obtained  was  a 
monosyllabic  command  :    "  Choose  I  " 

".God,  man,  I  can't  I "  Lablache  gasped  out  the 
words,  which  seemed  literally  to  be  wrung  from  him. 

"  Choose  I  "  The  inexorable  tone  sent  a  shudder  over 
t^e  distraught  man.  Even  in  the  starlight  the  expression 
of  the  villain's  face  was  hideous  to  behold. 

Baptiste's  voice  again  rang  out  on  the  still  night  air. 

"  Move  him  I  " 

A  pistol  was  pushed  behind  his  ear. 

"  Do  y' hear?" 

**  Mercy,  mercy  I "  cried  the  distraught  man.  But 
he  made  no  move. 

There  was  an  instant's  pause.  Then  the  loud  report  of 
the  threatening  pistol  rang  out.  It  had  been  fired  through 
the  lobe  of  his  ear. 
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"  Oh,  God  1  " 

The  exclamation  was  forced  from  Jacky.  The  torture — 
the  horror  nearly  drove  her  wild.  She  lifted  her  reins 
as  though  to  ride  to  the  villain's  aid.  Then  something, 
some  cruel  recollection,  stayed  her.  She  remembered 
her  uncle,  and  her  heart  hardened. 

The  merciless  torture  of  the  Breed  was  allowed  to  pass. 

To  the  wretched  victim  it  seemed  that  his  ear-drum 
must  be  split,  for  the  shot  had  left  him  almost  stone-deaf. 
The  blood  trickled  from  the  wound.  He  almost  leapt 
forward.  Then  he  stood  all  of  a  tremble  as  he  felt  the 
ground  shake  beneath  him.  A  cold  sweat  poured  down 
his  great  face. 

"  Choose  1  "  Baptiste  followed  the  terror-stricken  man 
up. 

"  No,  no  !  Don't  shoot  I  Yes,  I'll  go — only — don't 
shoot !  " 

The  abject  cowardice  the  great  man  now  displayed  was 
almost  pitiable.  Bill's  lip  curled  in  disdain.  He  had 
expected  that  this  man  would  have  shown  a  bold  front. 
He  had  always  believed  Lablache  to  be,  at  least,  a  man 
of  courage.  But  he  did  not  allow  for  the  circumstances, 
the  surroundings.  Lablache  on  the  safe  ground  of  the 
prairie  would  have  faced  disaster  very  differently.  The 
thought  of  that  sucking  mire  was  too  terrible.  The  oily 
maw  of  that  death-trap  was  a  thing  to  strike  horror  into 
the  bravest  heart. 

"  Which  path  ?  "  Baptiste  spoke,  waving  his  hand  in 
the  direction  of  the  mountains. 

Lablache  moved  cautiously  forward,  testing  the  ground 
with  his  foot  as  he  went.  Then  he  paused  again,  and  eyed 
the  mountains. 

**  The  right  path,"  he  said  at  last,  in  a  guttural  whisper. 

"  Then  start."  The  words  rang  out  cuttingly  upon  the 
night  air. 

Lablache  fixed  his  eyes  upon  the  distant  peak  of  the 
mountain  which  was  to  be  his  guide.  He  advanced 
slowly.  The  Breeds  followed,  Jacky  and  Bill  bringing 
up  the  rear.  The  ground  seemed  firm,  and  the  money- 
lender moved  heavily  forward.  His  breath  came  in 
gasps.  He  was  panting,  not  with  exertion,  but  with 
terror.     He  could  not  test  the  ground  until  his  weight  was 
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upon  it.  An  outstretched  foot  pressed  on  the  grassy 
path  told  him  nothing.  He  knew  the  crust  would  hold 
until  the  weight  of  his  body  was  upon  it.  With  every 
successful  step  his  terror  increased.  What  would  the 
next  bring  forth  ? 

His  agony  of  mind  was  awful. 

He  covered  about  ten  yards  in  this  way.  The  sweat 
poured  from  him.  His  clothes  stuck  to  him.  He  paused 
for  a  second,  and  took  fresh  bearings.  He  turned  his 
head,  and  looked  into  the  muzzle  of  Baptiste's  revolver. 
He  shuddered  and  turned  again  to  the  mountains.  He 
pressed  forward.  Still  the  ground  was  firm.  But  this 
gave  him  no  hope.  Suddenly  a  frightful  horror  swept 
over  him.  It  was  something  fresh;  he  had  not  thought 
of  it  before.  The  fact  was  strange,  but  it  was  so.  The 
path — had  he  taken  the  wrong  one?  He  had  made  his 
selection  at  haphazard,  and  he  knew  that  there  was  no 
turning  back.  Baptiste  had  said  so,  and  he  had  seen  his 
resolve  written  in  his  face.  A  conviction  stole  over  him 
that  he  was  on  the  wrong  path.  He  knew  he  was.  He 
must  be.  Of  course  it  was  only  natural.  The  centre 
path  must  be  the  main  one.  He  stood  still.  He  could  have 
cried  out  in  his  mental  agony.  Again  he  turned,  and  saw 
the  pistol. 

He  put  his  foot  out.  The  ground  trembled  at  his  touch. 
He  drew  back  with  a  gurgling  cry.  He  turned  and  tried 
another  spot.  It  was  firm  until  his  weight  rested  upon  it. 
Then  it  shook.  He  sought  to  return  to  the  spot  he  had 
left.  But  now  he  could  not  be  sure.  His  mind  was  un- 
certain. Suddenly  he  gave  a  jump.  He  felt  the  ground 
solid  beneath  him  as  he  alighted.  His  face  was  streaming. 
He  passed  his  hand  across  it  in  a  dazed  way.  His  terror 
increased  a  hundredfold.  Now  he  endeavoured  to  take 
his  bearings  afresh.  He  looked  out  at  the  three  moun- 
tains. The  right  one — yes,  that  was  it.  The  right  one. 
He  saw  the  peak,  and  made  another  step  forward.  The 
path  held.  Another  step,  and  his  foot  went  through. 
He  drew  back  with  a  cry.  He  tripped  and  fell  heavily. 
The  ground  shook  under  him,  and  he  lay  still,  moaning. 

Baptiste's  voice  roused  him  and  urged  him  on. 

"  Git  on,  you  skunk,"  he  said.     "  Go  to  yer  death." 

Lablache  sat  up  and  looked  about.     He  felt  dazed. 
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He  knew  he  must  go  on.  Death — death  whichever  way 
he  turned.  God  I  did  ever  a  man  suffer  so  ?  The  name 
of  John  Allandale  came  to  his  mind,  and  he  gazed  wildly 
about,  fancying  some  one  had  whispered  it  to  him  in  answer 
to  his  thoughts.  He  stood  up.  He  took  another  step 
forward  with  reckless  haste.  He  remembered  the  pistol 
behind  him.  The  ground  seemed  to  shake  under  him. 
His  distorted  fancy  was  playing  tricks  with  him.  Another 
step.  Yes,  the  ground  was  solid — no,  it  shook.  The 
weight  of  his  body  came  down  on  the  spot.  His  foot  went 
through.  He  hurled  himself  backwards  again  and  clutched 
wildly  at  the  ground.  He  shuddered  and  cried  out. 
Again  came  Baptiste's  voice. 

"  Git  on,  or " 

The  distraught  man  struggled  to  his  feet.  He  was 
becoming  delirious  with  terror.  He  stepped  forward 
again.  The  ground  seemed  solid,  and  he  laughed  a  horrid, 
wild  laugh.  Another  step  and  another.  He  paused, 
breathing  hard.     Then  he  started  to  mutter  : 

"  On — on.  Yes,  on  again  or  they'll  have  me.  The 
path — this  is  the  right  one.     I'll  cheat  'em  yet." 

He  strode  out  boldly.  His  foot  sank  in  something 
soft.  He  did  not  seem  to  notice  it.  Another  step  and 
his  foot  sank  again  in  the  reeking  muck.  Suddenly  he 
seemed  to  realise.  He  threw  himself  back  and  obtained 
a  foothold.  He  stood  trembling.  He  turned  and  tried 
another  direction.  Again  he  sank.  Again  he  drew  back. 
His  knees  tottered,  and  he  feared  to  move.  Suddenly 
a  ring  of  metal  pressed  against  his  head  from  behind.  In 
a  state  of  panic  he  stepped  forward  on  the  shaking  ground. 
It  held.  He  pa^ised,  then  stepped  again,  his  foot  coming 
down  on  a  reedy  tuft.  It  shook,  but  still  held.  He  took 
another  step.  His  foot  sank  quickly,  till  the  soft  muck 
oozed  round  his  ankle.  He  cried  out  in  terror  and  turned 
to  come  back. 

Baptiste  stood  with  levelled  pistol. 

"  On — on,  you  gopher  I  Turn  again  an'  I  wing  yer. 
On,  you  brute  I     You've  chosen  yer  path,  keep  to  it  I  " 

**  Mercy — I'm  sinking  1  " 

"  Git  on — not  one  step  back  I  '* 

Lablache  struggled  to  release  his  sinking  limb.  By 
a  great  effort  he  drew  it  out  only  to  plunge  it  into  another 
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yielding  spot.  Again  he  struggled,  and  in  his  struggle 
his  other  foot  slipped  from  its  reedy  hold.  It,  too,  sank. 
With  a  terrible  cry  he  plunged  forward.  He  lurched 
heavily  as  he  sought  to  drag  his  feet  from  the  viscid  muck. 
At  every  effort  he  sank  deeper.  At  last  he  hurled  himself 
full  length  upon  the  surface  of  the  reeking  mire.  He 
cried  aloud,  but  no  one  answered  him.  Under  his  body 
he  felt  the  yielding  crust  cave.  He  clutched  at  the 
surface  grass,  but  he  only  plucked  the  tufts  from  their 
roofs.     They  gave  him  no  hold. 

The  silent  figures  on  the  path  watched  his  death- 
struggle.  It  was  ghastly — horrible.  The  expression  of 
their  faces  was  fiendish.  They  watched  with  positive 
joy.     There  was  no  pit}^  in  the  hearts  of  the  Breeds. 

They  hearkened  to  the  man's  pitious  cries  with  ears 
deafened  to  all  entreaty.  They  simply  watched — 
watched  and  revelled  in  the  watching — for  the  terrible 
end  which  must  come. 

Already  the  murderer's  vast  proportions  were  half 
buried  in  the  slimy  ooze,  and,  at  every  fresh  effort  to  save 
himself,  he  sank  deeper.  But  the  death  which  the 
Breeds  waited  was  slow  to  come.  Slow — slow.  And  so 
they  would  have  it. 

Like  some  hungry  monster  the  muskeg  mouths  its 
victims  with  oozing  saliva,  supping  slowly,  and  seemingly 
revels  in  anticipation  of  the  delicate  morsel  of  human  flesh.. 
The  watchers  heard  the  gurgling  mud,  like  to  a  great 
tongue  licking  as  it  wrapped  round  the  doomed  man's 
body,  sucking  him  down,  down.  The  clutch  of  the  keg 
seemed  like  something  alive ;  something  so  all-powerful — 
like  the  twining  feelers  of  the  giant  cuttlefish.  Slowly 
they  saw  the  doomed  man's  legs  disappear,  and  already 
the  slimy  muck  was  above  his  middle. 

The  minutes  dragged  along — the  black  slime  rose — it 
was  at  Lablache's  breast.  His  arms  were  outspread, 
and,  for  the  moment,  they  offered  resistance  to  the  suck- 
ing strength  of  the  mud.  But  the  resistance  was  only 
momentary.  Down,  down,  he  was  drawn  into  that 
insatiable  maw.  The  dying  man's  arms  canted  upwards 
as  his  shoulders  were  dragged  under. 

He  cried — he  shrieked — he  raved.  Down,  down  he 
went — the  mud  touched  his  chin.     His  head  was  thrown 
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back  in  one  last  wild  scream.  The  watchers  saw  the 
staring  eyes — the  wide-stretched,  lashless  lids. 

His  cries  died  down  into  gurgles  as  the  mud  oozed  over 
into  his  gaping  mouth.  Down  he  went  to  his  dreadful 
death,  until  his  nostrils  filled,  and  only  his  awful  eyes 
remained  above  the  muck.  The  watchers  did  not  move. 
Slowly — slowly  and  silently  now — the  last  of  him  dis- 
appeared. Once  his  head  was  below  the  surface  his 
iimpened  arms  followed  swiftly. 

The  Breeds  reluctantly  turned  back  from  the  horrid 
spectacle.  The  fearful  torture  was  done.  For  a  few 
moments  no  words  were  spoken.  Then,  at  last,  it  was 
Baptiste  who  broke  the  silence.  He  looked  round  on 
the  passion-distorted  faces  about  him.  Then  his  beady 
eyes  rested  on  the  horrified  faces  of  Jacky  and  her  lover. 
He  eyed  them,  and  presently  his  gaze  dropped,  and  he 
turned  back  to  his  countrymen.    He  merely  said  two  words. 

"  Scatter,  boys  1  " 

The  tragedy  was  over,  and  his  words  brought  down  the 
curtain.  In  silence  the  half-breeds  turned  and  slunk 
away.  They  passed  back  over  their  tracks.  Each  knew 
that  the  sooner  he  reached  the  camp  again,  the  sooner 
would  safety  be  assured.  As  the  last  man  departed 
Baptiste  stepped  up  to  Jacky  and  Bill,  who  had  not  moved 
from  their  positions. 

"  Guess  there's  no  cause  to  complain  o'  yer  friends," 
he  said,  addressing  Jacky,  and  leering  up  into  her  white, 
set  face. 

The  girl  shivered  and  turned  away  with  a  look  of  utter 
loathing  on  her  face.     She  appealed  to  her  lover. 

"  Bill — Bill,  send  him  away.     It's — it's  too  horrrible.  '* 

"  Lord  "  Bill  fixed  his  grey  eyes  on  the  Breed. 

"  Scatter — we've  had  enough  1  " 

"  Eh  ?     Guess  ye'r  per-tickler  I  " 

There  was  a  truculent  tone  in  Baptiste's  voice.  Bill's 
revolver  was  out  like  lightning. 

"  Scatter  I  "  And  in  that  word  Baptiste  realised 
his  dismissal.  His  face  looked  very  ugly,  but  he  moved 
off  under  the  covering  muzzle  of  the  white  man's  pistol. 

Bill  watched  him  until  he  was  out  of  sight.  Then  he 
turned  to  Jacky, 

"Well?     Which  way?" 
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Jacky  did  not  answer  for  a  moment.  She  gazed  at  the 
mountains.  She  shivered.  It  might  have  been  the  chill 
morning  air — it  might  have  been  emotion.  Then  she 
looked  back  in  the  direction  of  Foss  River.  Dawn  was 
already  streaking  the  horizon. 

She  sighed  like  a  weary  child,  and  looked  helplessly 
about.  Her  lover  had  never  seen  her  vigorous  nature 
so  badly  affected.  But  he  realised  the  terrors  she  had 
been  through. 

Bill  looked  at  her. 

"  Well  ?  " 

**  Yonder."  She  pointed  to  the  distant  hills.  "  Foss 
River  is  no  longer  possible." 

'•  '  The  day  that  sees  Lablache *  " 

"  Yes — come." 

Bill  gazed  lingeringly  in  the  direction  of  the  settle- 
ment. Jacky  followed  his  gaze.  Then  she  touched 
Nigger's  6ank  with  her  spur.  Golden  Eagle  cocked  his 
ears,  his  head  was  turned  towards  Bad  Man's  Hollow,  He 
needed  no  urging.     He  felt  that  he  was  going  home. 

Together  they  rode  away  across  the  keg. 

Dr.  Abbot  had  been  up  all  night,  as  had  most  of  Foss 
River.  Everybody  had  been  present  at  the  fire.  It 
was  daylight  when  it  was  discovered  that  John  Allandale 
and  Jacky  were  missing.  Lablache  had  been  missed, 
but  this  had  not  so  much  interested  the  people.  They 
thought  of  Retief  and  waited  for  daylight. 

Silas  brought  the  news  of  "  Poker  "  John's  absence — 
also  his  niece's.  Immediately  was  a  *'  hue  and  cry  " 
taken  up.     Foss  River  bustled  in  search. 

It  was  noon  before  the  rancher  was  found.  Dr.  Abbot 
and  Silas  had  set  out  in  search  together.  The  fifty- 
acre  pasture  was  Silas's  suggestion.  Dr.  Abbot  did  not 
remember  the  implement  shed. 

They  found  the  old  man's  body.  They  found  Lablache's 
confession.  Silas  could  not*read.  He  took  no  stock  in  the 
writing,  and  thought  only  of  the  dead  man.  The  doctor 
had  read,  but  he  said  nothing.  He  despatched  Silas 
for  help. 

When  the  foreman  had  gone  Dr.  Abbot  picked  up  the 
black  wig  which  Bill  had  used.  He  stood  looking  at  it 
for  a  while,  then  he  put  it  carefully  into  his  pocket. 
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"  Ah  I  I  think  I  understand  something  now,"  he  said, 
slowly  fingering  the  wig.  "  Um — yes.  I'll  burn  it  when 
I  get  home." 

Silas  returned  with  help.  John  Allandale  was  buried 
quietly  in  the  little  piece  of  ground  set  aside  for  such 
purposes.  The  truth  of  the  disappearance  of  Lablache, 
Jacky,  and  '*  Lord  "  Bill  was  never  known  outside  of  the 
doctor's  house. 

How  much  or  how  little  Dr.  Abbot  knew  would  be  hard 
to  tell.  Possibly  he  guessed  a  great  deal.  Anyway, 
whatever  he  knew  was  doubtless  shared  with  "  Aunt  " 
Margaret.  For  when  the  doctor  had  a  secret  it  did  not 
remain  his  long.  "  Aunt  "  Margaret  had  a  way  with  her. 
However,  she  was  the  very  essence  of  discretion. 

Foss  River  settled  down  after  its  nine  days'  wonder. 
It  was  astonishing  how  quickly  the  affair  was  forgotten. 
But  then,  Foss  River  was  not  yet  civilised.  Its  people 
had  not  yet  learned  to  worry  too  much  over  their  neigh- 
bours' afiairs. 


THE   END 
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